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ABSTRACT
In doing this work, I sought to shed light on the ways that schools and parents
interact while challenging stereotypes and misperceptions that may be preventing such
collaboration. I conducted and exploratory study that used qualitative methods to better
understand the ways that Black families demonstrate involvement in their children’s
schooling—ways that often go unnoticed or are not legitimized within the school setting.
I spent 13 months with nine Black families and interviewed and surveyed teachers in the
schools in those communities. This work makes visible the experiences of those Black
families, their children, and the schools in a community rarely studied—a poor, rural
Black community in the southern United States (US). Findings in this study challenge
schools’ definitions of parental and family involvement by uncovering resources and
support structures that exist in those homes and communities.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
The year is 1978, and I am a second grader at Galliard Elementary School, the
only elementary school in Eutawville, South Carolina. Galliard has an all-Black student
body and an all-Black teaching force and administrative team. This school is reminiscent
of communally bonded schools documented in the research by scholars such as Jerome
Morris (1999) and Vanessa Siddle-Walker (1996). Mrs. Dukes, my 2nd-grade teacher,
sparked a love of reading in me. I wanted to read lots of books, because Mrs. Dukes said
reading would make me smarter and take me to faraway places that I may not get to see
otherwise. Mrs. Dukes, like many of the Black educators of the time, was very influential
in the lives of her students. She was the embodiment of the type of educators Jacqueline
Jordan Irvine (2003), and Geneva Gay, (2010) captured in their scholarship on Black
teachers who have been successful in working with Black children. Mrs. Dukes believed
in me, my family, and community. She understood the dedication my mother had in
supporting me academically, spiritually, and personally. Mrs. Dukes understood that my
mother supported me in ways that may not have been understood as support by other
teachers. She took the time to get to know me and my family as individuals and worked
collaboratively with my family to envision new possibilities for me.
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Each Thursday evening, I relentlessly begged my mother to take me to the
bookmobile that came to Eutawville. Our town of less than 1000 people had no library of
its own, so each Thursday evening, children anxiously waited in line outside the
bookmobile, library cards in hand. As we entered the bus, lined with shelves instead of
windows, benches for us to sit on, and carpet on the floor, we were offered places and
people beyond our town, neighborhood, and the people we knew. My mother never said
no when I begged her to take me because she believed in what Mrs. Dukes wanted for
me. My mother was deeply involved and supportive of my academic development
outside of school. She always made time to take me to the bookmobile, the local
museum, zoos, and historic parks. And although she supported me in ways that are very
familiar to teachers, there were other unfamiliar ways that she also supported me. For
instance, she taught me lessons about negotiating integrated worlds. One lesson in
particular that I explicitly remember is that she helped me understand that I had to work
twice as hard as my non Black classmates at everything that I did. Another lesson she
instilled in me was that my attitude would affect the ways that others perceived me. My
mother reveled in my accomplishments and always stressed the importance of education
to my brother and me. The things that she taught me helped me understand the unfairness
of life, but equipped me with the knowledge necessary for negotiating my way.
My family was a strong support network for me, and yet I can only recall three
instances when they came to my school or talked with my teachers. The first was when
my brother - a very bashful child who rarely talked in school – was in the first grade.
Midyear, his teacher sent home a notice announcing her plans to retain him. According
to her, Michael was a nonreader and needed to repeat first grade. My mom said, “Oh no,
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this will set him back in life. I am going to have to meet that woman.” During the
meeting, my mother listened intently to what the teacher had to say, and in a pleasant but
stern voice, my mother told my brother’s teacher that Michael would not repeat first
grade or any grade for that matter. At the end of the year, my brother was promoted to
second grade. The other two times that I remember my parents visiting the schools were
during my high school graduation in 1990 and during my brother’s high school
graduation. He graduated on time with a diploma in 1994. By the standard, middle class
definition of parental involvement that is espoused in many schools, my family would not
measure up; however, they were involved and continue to be.
Fast forward to the present. I am the principal at a Title I school in rural South
Carolina, very much like the school I attended as a child. Sandra, a Black, middle-class
third grade teacher walks into my office looking frustrated. She has just had a retention
conference with Devonte’s mother and does not know how to proceed. “His mom never
darkened these doors to even come and check on Devonte. That’s why he is getting all
F's. I don’t think the woman even cares.”
I ask, “What do you know about this family?”
She pauses, then replies, “Until today, I never even met the woman.”
Over the years I have heard many teachers like Sandra blame a child's academic
failures on what they believe is a lack of care, concern, and involvement by a child's
family. They vocalize the same negative beliefs about parents, detailing a litany of
pathologies and deficits, or views that are narrowly defined, presumptuous, and
judgmental (Dantas & Manyak, 2010). Sandra continued: “His mom doesn’t care;
Devonte has no one to help him, his homework is never done; his dad is missing in
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action; he lives in the projects; they never come to the school when you call” and on and
on and on. She said, “Michele, why do people not care about their children?” To this I
respond, “How can you be sure that they do not care?”
Statement of the Problem
The issues described in the opening to this dissertation are not isolated to me, to
Eutawville, SC, or to the rural South. Across the country, we see teachers misinterpreting,
misunderstanding, and being misinformed about the networks of support that actually
exist in homes and communities of children from backgrounds different from their own.
Across the country, we see children being under-served in schools, primarily Black,
Latino, low-income, and rural children. I am not the only educator troubled by deficit
practices and perspectives that stereotype children and families, or blame the student and
family rather than blaming the bias that leads to poor treatment, low expectations, and
low standards (Kohli, 2009).
Researchers have long established the importance and benefits of parents being
involved in their children’s education (Jordan, et al., 2001; Henderson & Mapp, 2002;
and Clark, 2002). However, Black families often demonstrate ways of being involved
that are not valued or accepted as standard practices by classroom teachers, particularly
teachers from socioeconomic and racial backgrounds different from their students. Given
that the recent trends with enrollment in public education in the South offer evidence that
the racial and ethnic composition of the student population is becoming increasingly
more diverse. According to the New Diverse Majority Report (2010), “the South is now
the first and only region in the nation’s history to have both a majority of low income
students and a majority of students of color enrolled in public schools” (pg. 2). This shift
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in the ethnic and racial composition of the student body presents continued challenges for
educational systems (Villegas and Lucas, 2002). The New Diverse Majority Report
(2010) helps us understand that the students in this new majority are scoring the lowest
on state and national assessments and graduating at the lowest rates. The report also
points out that per pupil funding in many Southern states lag behind the nation’s per pupil
expenditures. The Diverse Majority Report calls for transformation of the educational
system and warns that without this transformation, “the impact on the region’s and
national economy, global competitiveness, quality of life, and democratic institutions,
will be catastrophic” (2010, pg. 3).
As described above, the chasm that exists between homes and schools certainly
plays a role in the perpetual undeserving of children of Color from low income, rural
communities. This is not just a Southern problem or a rural problem; it is a national
problem. The nation cannot continue on this path if it wants to produce citizens who are
able to compete in the global economy. Education for children of color demands
transformation. Many Black scholars within the American Education Research
Association (AERA) believe that transforming Black education is the precondition for
global social justice (King, 2005). In addressing what this transformative education
entails, King writes, “a goal of transformative education and research practice in Black
education is the production of knowledge and understanding people need to rehumanize
the world by dismantling hegemonic structures that impede such knowledge” (2005, pg.
5).
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Type of Study and Research Questions
Using qualitative methods of data collection, I set out to explore the ways that
Black families demonstrate involvement in their children’s schooling—ways that often
go unnoticed or are not legitimized within the school setting. To do so, I spent 13 months
with nine Black families and interviewed and surveyed teachers in the schools in those
communities. By looking closely at Black families’ involvement in their children’s
education and teachers’ (both Black and White) interactions with families, I addressed
the following questions:
In what ways do nine Black families in the rural South describe involvement in
their children’s literacy education?
What are those Black parents’ perceptions of how schools relate to them and how
teachers interact with them with regard to the issue of parental involvement?
What are teachers’ perceptions of Black parents’ involvement in their children’s
literacy education? What are their perceptions of their interactions with Black
parents?
In doing this work I sought to shed light on the ways that schools and parents
interact while challenging stereotypes and misperceptions that may be preventing such
collaboration. It makes visible the experiences of families, students, and schools in
communities rarely studied—poor, rural Black communities in the southern United States
(US). In the process, it challenges schools’ definitions of parental and family
involvement by uncovering resources and support structures that exist in homes and
communities.
There is a body of research situated in urban areas that documents educational
practices for Black children (Compton-Lilly, 2003; Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines, 1988;
Morris, 2009; and Kinloch, 2012). However, if we wish to effectively tackle the
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educational inequities that Black children encounter daily, a more comprehensive body of
research situated in a variety of settings is essential. This study, like that of SiddleWalker (1996), is important because it adds to the field research situated in rural
communities conducted by researchers who currently or recently lived in those
communities.
A final purpose for this work is that it provides data that helps teachers become
cognizant of their vital roles as active members in family networks. In addition, because
time and place are crucial in understanding lived experiences, a study like this adds to the
body of research on school reform and family involvement by helping teachers conceive
of and appreciate the supportive roles that these nine Black families living in the rural
South had in the literacy learning of their children.
Significance of the Study
This dissertation study addresses several problems. First, researchers (Morris,
2009; Semke and Sheridan, 2012; and Sherwood, 2000) have impressed upon us that
there is a need for more qualitative and quantitative research in rural communities as
there exists a dearth from this context. They acknowledge that there is an increase in the
literature on family school partnerships, but point out that much of that research is
situated in urban and suburban settings. Morris (2009) even asserts the need for such
research to be conducted by researchers who currently or recently lived in those
communities. As a researcher who currently resides in the community under
investigation, and as an educator who works with Black children from low
socioeconomic conditions, I am at an advantage in that I understand the community of
investigation on multiple levels. I understand the social, political, and historical aspects
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of rural communities not only through my readings of scholars, namely Anderson (1988),
Siddle-Walker (1996), Gadsden (1992, 1993, 1998, 1999, and 2000), and Johnson (2010),
and Johnson and Cowles (2009), but also on a personal level through my lived
experiences.
According to Morris and Monroe (2009), access to and opportunities for
education are dynamically different in various places throughout the nation. The place
where a person lives has significant impact on his or her educational outcomes. I know
through experiences that access and opportunities for children who grow up in rural,
economically strained areas of the US South are considerably different from children who
grow up in inner cities or suburbs. The beginnings of this understanding can be found in
the work of Heath (1983). Heath’s work laid the foundation for our understanding of the
significance of the cultural ways in which children learn and use language. Heath posits
that it is important for teachers to understand the differences in language and culture that
their children bring into the classroom each day. Her work points out the importance of
the cultural and structural ways that children learn language and learn to use language.
She posits that learning cannot be separated from the context in which it occurs. From
this, it can be inferred that a family’s ways of being and doing critically shape how
children learn. Children never enter schools and classrooms void of rich experiences that
are embedded in their families. Pedagogy and curricular designs that draw on cultural
ways of being and doing validate to children that their families matter.
Asserting that the influence of race is ever present, Morris and Monroe (2009),
posit that discourses that consider the interconnectedness of race and place are necessary.
They aver the US South as an important research context since a large majority of the
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nation’s Black population resides in this area. Scholars such as Gadsden (1992), Heath
(1983), Johnson and Cowles (2009), and Johnson (2010) are addressing this absence by
focusing their research in rural areas of the US South. Their work laid the foundation on
which this study builds. Like these scholars, this researcher seeks to add to the field
literature that attempts to explain the interconnectedness of race, culture, place, and
schooling.
A second problem that this researcher attempts to address is the absence of the
voices of Black teachers in educational discourse. Siddle-Walker (1996) and Morris
(2009) posit that the stories and lives of children, teachers, principals, and families who
were involved in segregated Black schools during and after the historical landmark case,
Brown v. the Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, are often absent from the discourse
about how best to educate Black children. Those voices and stories provide essential
contexts and must be heard. Accordingly, the dissertation study, like the work of
Michelle Foster (1997), Jacqueline Jordan Irvine (2003), and Gloria Ladson-Billings
(1994) seeks to bring those unheard voices to the educational discourse. Ladson-Billings
and Tate (1995) contend that the voices of people of Color are necessary for a complete
analysis of the current educational system. The narratives and experiences of the
participants in this study can only be understood through the oppressive racist and
historical contexts in which they occurred and how those participants made meaning of
them.
This dissertation study foregrounds issues of race in the discussion of how to best
educate Black students. It is intentionally focused on race and issues of racial oppression
that are associated with the schooling of Black children. Lee (2005) avers racism,
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whether historical or contemporary, is symbolically linked to schooling and research
institutions.
Theoretical Framework
The key theories that guided my thinking in the development, implementation,
analysis, and writing of this study are (a) sociocultural theory and (b) critical race theory.
I draw a range of beliefs from these bodies of work including the beliefs that: (a) learning
is a dynamic process, (b) learning cannot be separated from the context in which it
occurs, (c) cultural tools and artifacts influence learning, (d) social interaction and social
others have key roles in learning, (e) race or racism is endemic in American life, (f) race
advantages some groups, while disadvantaging others, (g) nothing is ever neutral or
objective, but always situated in the subjectivities of others, (h) hard work and
determination do not always ensure equitable access, (i) economic disparities often
plague poor people, and (j) there is a need for social justice. A discussion of these beliefs
is embedded in the broader discussion of sociocultural and critical race theories that
follow.
Figure 1.1provides a visual of my interpretation of the integration of sociocultural
theory and critical race theory. At the center of this model is the child who is surrounded
by all of the cultural tools and learning contexts that shape the child’s identity. The
cultural tools are the social actors, languages, community affiliations, music, and
interactions that affect the child. The learning contexts are all of the spaces in which the
child engages in learning. Those could be in the community, the classroom, the family,
or any other space in which the child learns from or with a social actor. The cultural
tools and learning contexts are dynamic, and as a result, the child may identify him or
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herself in a variety of ways. The circle for the social and cultural forces is broken to
demonstrate that the relationships, actors, tools, and artifacts that influence the child are
dynamic, meaning that they change with each learning engagement or interaction. The
social and cultural forces are surrounded by the social class to which the child belongs.
This circle is also broken in an effort to demonstrate that children can move from one
social class to another. The outer circle signifies race. This circle is solid in that the
child’s race will never change and remains highly influential in determining the level of
access he or she is given. The funnel is symbolic of the views or ideologies that greater
society uses to see the child, often rendering poor, minority children as less than they
really are or have the potentials of becoming.

Figure 1.1 Integrated Model of Sociocultural Theory and Critical Race Theory
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In the explanation that I share here, I am not making broad generalizations about
society as a whole, but I am presenting realities that many poor, children of color face as
a result of their skin color, language, or social class being viewed as inferior. Take the
following example. When one sees a child, in many cases, the first thing that one notices
is the child’s race. If the child in a child of color, in my case, Black, there are certain
stereotypical views that one may have. If the child is Black and comes from a low income
household, societal views of that child are different than if the child was a Black child
from a middle class or upper class household. If the child is Black, from a low income
household and has limited experiences with academic English, societal views about that
child are far different from a child who is Black, middle class, and uses academic English
when necessary. This model can also work for a White child. The point that I am
making here is that race, culture, and class matter. These constructs matter because they
impact a child’s access to a fair equitable education. And when you are a child of color
from an economically strained background and whose cultural ways of being are not
recognized as legitimate by the school and society, and who has limited knowledge of
academic English, then societal views often render you as inferior.
In order to transform the educational system for poor children of color, we have to
transform societal views as a whole. Understanding the link between culture and learning
has been at the core of educational research for quite some time; however, it has only
been in recent years that mainstream researchers have begun to pay attention to the
historical issues of race critically. Researchers have helped us to understand that social
and cultural processes are essential to learning, and that learning cannot be understood
separate of the context in which it occurs (Rogoff, 1990; Cole 1996; Wertsch, 1998; and
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Saxe, 1999). Nasir and Hand (2006) point out, “Understanding learning requires a focus
on how individuals participate in particular activities, and how they draw on artifacts,
tools, and social others to help solve local problems” (pg. 450). The problem, however,
is that any attention to race in sociocultural theory has often been implicit rather than
explicit. Thus using only sociocultural framework as a lens for analysis pays little
attention to issues of race and power which are essential in fully understanding learning
in America’s schools (Ladson-Billings and Tate, 2005).
Nasir and Hand (2006) contend that there is little overlap in the bodies of
literature in education on race and culture, with a few notable exceptions, namely
Gutiérreza, Baquedano‐López & Tejeda, 1999; Gutstein, 2005; and Lee and SlaughterDefoe, 1995. Nasir and Hand (2006) suggest that one possible reason for the absence of
the overlap of race and culture is due to the way that culture is conceptualized. They
argue that much of the research about minority students tends to treat culture as static
beliefs, values, and traditions that an individual possesses. However, socioculturalists
(Rogoff, 2003; Moll et al., 1992; Heath 1983; and Nieto, 2003) tend to believe that
culture is dynamic and created as social actors interact with one another.
Race and racism are endemic to American life (Bell, 1992; Delgado, 1995; and
Lynn & Parker, 2006). There exist US cultures of dominance and power that often
marginalize people who do not have political, social, or economic capital. Banks (1974)
argues that when a student’s sociocultural ways of being are rejected and devalued by the
perceived dominant society, the student feels dehumanized and alienated. Asa Hilliard
(2000) argues that we must examine the intersection of culture and power if we are to
truly understand the education of African people. While sociocultural and critical race
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theories are intertwined, they are separated in the following sections, so that I can discuss
each as they impact my theoretical framework in this study.
Sociocultural Theories of Learning
Grounding the proposed study are sociocultural theories of learning. I am guided
by theorists and researchers who assert that every child deserves to have an education
where his or her cultural identity is acknowledged and respected (Kohli, 2009).
Sociocultural theorists view the culture in which one is reared as an asset to learning.
Sociocultural theories draw on the strengths and funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti,
Neff, and Gonzalez, 1992) that exist in a culture. This is in contrast to deficit models that
view certain cultural ways of being (Black, for example) as an impediment to learning
(Holt, 1990). Nieto (2002) states that learning cannot be separated from the context in
which it takes place, and that learning is significantly influenced by the values of those
cultures. She defines culture as the ever-changing values, traditions, social and political
relationships, and worldviews created and transformed by those who share them. Nieto
contends that negative perceptions of cultural differences put children at risk
educationally. She extends the work of researchers like Heath, 1983; Taylor and DorseyGaines, 1988; Moll 1992; and Delpit, 2002 who help us understand the importance of
culture—ours and our students’—as we consider children’s learning and our teaching.
Moll (1992) argues that children possess vast funds of knowledge or historically
accumulated and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills that they bring to
school. Delpit (2002) contends that teachers are cultural transmitters and own the
responsibility of making visible the worlds of children whose cultures are decidedly
different from that of the perceived mainstream.
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Another concept that informs my sociocultural thinking comes from the work of
Gregory, Long, and Volk, (2004) who use the concept of syncretism to describe the
sociocultural nature of learning. These researchers contend that it is through the process
of syncretism that people transform culture as they draw on diverse resources, both
familiar and new. They assert that as learners interact with each other, they draw on their
own cultural knowledge and use it to create new spaces for interaction and, thus, for
learning. They aver that the space for learning is not the sole possession of one person’s
world or the other’s, but a new space created syncretically, and because of this, the
potential for learning expands. All of the research cited leads to a growing awareness that
children’s literacy learning cannot be understood apart from the cultural and historical
contexts that shape their lives.
My beliefs are also guided by the understanding that culture is dynamic, children
cannot be separated from the culture in which they are accustomed, and that funds of
knowledge (Moll, 1992) exist in every home. The purpose of this dissertation study was
to better understand the cultural practices that nine Black families employed as they
involve themselves in their children’s literacy lives in and out of school. Through
invitations into their home spaces and lives, I learned the unique and individual ways that
these nine families demonstrated practices of involvement that varied from those
practices that may be considered standard forms of involvement by schools.
My view of sociocultural theory is also heavily informed by work in the area of
culturally relevant pedagogies. Ladson-Billings (1992) coined the term culturallyrelevant pedagogy. Culturally-relevant pedagogy, according to Ladson-Billings, involves
a deep understanding of the children’s cultures through meaningful involvement in their
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worlds outside of the school. Ladson-Billings (1995) writes that children excel
academically, demonstrate cultural competence, and understand and critique the social
order when culturally relevant pedagogy is situated in a more critical paradigm.
According to Irvine (2003) culturally relevant teachers have equitable and reciprocal
relationships with their students. She termed this connectedness “cultural
synchronization”. She explains that cultural synchronization must exist between teachers
and students to maximize learning. Further she asserts that culturally-relevant teachers
understand that families are educative resources and capitalize on those resources to
educate children successfully.
Critical Race Theory
My work is guided by Critical Race Theory, which has its origins in critical legal
studies (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995). Legal scholars of color such as
Derrick Bell (1992) and Richard Delgado (1995) did not feel that critical legal theory
adequately addressed issues of race and racial oppression in legal matters in society as a
whole. They conceptualized a discourse that would foreground race and racism. This
dissertation is informed by the work of scholars such as Lynn and Parker (2006) who
identified several basic principles that defined the CRT movement. They assert that
Critical Race Theory (1) recognizes racism as endemic to American life; (2) challenges
legal claims of neutrality, objectivity, colorblindness, and meritocracy; (3) insists on a
contextual and historical analysis of the law; (4) demands the recognition of the
experiential knowledge of people of color in analyzing law and society; (5) is
interdisciplinary; and (6) works to end racial oppression. Lynn and Parker (2006)
explained that before many education scholars began using CRT as an analytic
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framework to address educational inequalities, much of the literature that dealt with
inequalities was based on gender or class. They explain that blatant forms of racism have
subsided; however, they warn that everyday racism, meaning those institutional policies
and practices that may appear fair on the surface but are actually detrimental to minority
groups, are on the rise. In explaining this further, Lynn and Parker write, “The actions
associated with everyday racism are also subtle, automatic, non-verbal exchanges that are
seen as derogatory slights by persons of color” (2006, pg. 260). Critical race theorists
demand that these policies and practices be dismantled. CRT has evolved from its focus
on people from African decent to include issues of gender, language, origin, and
nationality (Lynn and Parker, 2006).
Critical race theory in education came to prominence in 1990s. Before scholars
began using CRT in education, much of the literature addressed issues of class (Bowles
& Gintis, 1976) or gender (Weiler, 1988). In their foundational article on CRT in
educational research, Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) explained inequities that exist in
the education of minority groups. They put forth the idea that class and gender-based
explanations alone were not powerful enough to detail educational inequities; therefore,
they advocated race as a significant factor that must be considered as well. Their work
helped to lay the foundation for using CRT as an analytic approach to explain the
connection between race and class in schools and how some schools fail to properly
educate minority populations. Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) inform this dissertation
by pointing out how racism is a persistent historical construct that could account for
educational inequalities that Blacks and Latinos experience. Their work drew from
scholars such as Carter G. Woodson and W. E. Du Bois who used race as a theoretical
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lens for assessing the social inequities that Blacks experienced. Other researchers such as
Edward Taylor (1998) have helped to inform me by discussing how Critical Race Theory
can operate as a counter-narrative and challenge the myth of white normativity. Taylor’s
work (1998) identifies CRT as a discourse that originated and remains in communities of
color. Many CRT scholars in education interrogate race in their work and urge others to
continue in this regard.
I am also aware that there is a growing body of research that uses cultural
centered frameworks for analysis; however, there is a growing debate as to whether
cultural centered frameworks alone are significant enough in explaining inequities in
education (Ladson-Billings, 2003). With this in mind, I use a cultural centered framework
and a framework that acknowledges race when exploring issues relating to minority
groups—specifically Blacks, in my case. Using a critical race theory as a theoretical lens
in this study is necessary in that it will help us learn ways to better serve poor, Black
children who are often marginalized and underserved in school systems that do not
capitalize on the cultural resources that they bring to each learning engagement. Further
it will help us critique the practices that we employ when teaching children from diverse
racial groups, in hopes that we will begin to employ practices that are more equitable for
all children and dismantle institutional structures of power that disadvantages and set
apart certain racial groups as “others”. Banks and Banks (1995) assert that equity
pedagogy refers to “teaching strategies and classroom environments that help students
from diverse, racial, ethnic, and cultural groups attain the knowledge, skills, and attitudes
needed to function effectively within, and help create and perpetuate, a just, humane, and
democratic society” (p. 152).
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Definitions
Throughout this dissertation, key concepts, ideas, and terms will be discussed. In
an effort to establish a clear understanding of these concepts, ideas, and terms, the next
section is written to offer my intended meaning for the readers.
Culturally Relevant Teaching. Ladson-Billings defined culturally relevant
teaching as, “A pedagogy that empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally,
and politically by using cultural and historical referents to convey knowledge, to impart
skills, and to change attitudes” (Ladson-Billings, 1994, pg. 13).
Culturally Responsive Teaching. I draw on the work of Gay. Gay (2002)
defined culturally responsive teaching as, “using the cultural characteristics, experiences,
and perspectives of ethnically diverse students as conduits for teaching them more
effectively”, (pg. 106).
Networks of Support. I drew on the work of Moll (1992) to craft a definition of
the types of social networks that families form with relatives and nonrelatives. Networks
of support refer to the thick, multi-stranded networks that are flexible, adaptive, and
active. These networks involve multiple relationships with the same person for different
purposes or can involve various persons. These networks are reciprocal in nature.
Parents. Throughout this dissertation, I use the terms parent and family
interchangeably. By parent or family, it is my intended meaning to include all of the
adults in a child’s life who are responsible for the child’s personal, physical, mental,
emotional, cognitive, etc… wellbeing.
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People of Color, Black, African American and White. The terms People of
Color, Black, African American and White are used throughout the dissertation to
foreground issues of race.
Conclusion to Chapter One
This chapter laid the foundation for the dissertation study. In it I shared both my
personal and professional reasons for engaging in a study. This work was driven by my
beliefs in the vibrancy of Black families and my growing concerns that many schools
continue to underserve children of color. In addition, my professional obligations to assist
the teachers and families with whom I work made the study an inevitable part of my
trajectory. In conducting this study, I spent 13 months conducting interviews and
collecting field notes to explore ways that Black families demonstrate involvement in
their children’s lives—ways that often go unrecognized or are not legitimized in many
school settings.

To gain various perspectives about this phenomenon, nine Black

families from three communities were interviewed. I also interviewed and surveyed
teachers who taught in those communities. My work is grounded in critical race and
sociocultural theories. In the Chapter Two, I will present the literature that informed this
dissertation study.
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The questions presented in Chapter One sought to explain how nine Black
families in the rural South describe involvement in their children’s literacy education,
how schools related to them, and how teachers interacted with them with regard to the
issue of parental involvement. Further, the questions sought to explain the perceptions
that teachers have of Black parents’ involvement in their children’s literacy education and
teacher’s perceptions of their interactions with Black parents. To consider these
questions, I used sociocultural and critical race theories as theoretical foundations for the
work. This chapter is written to present the four bodies of literature that informed this
study. To gain a better understanding of the inquires under investigation, this review
focused on (a) the schooling of Blacks in the US South, (b) rural education, (c) parental
involvement, and (d) culturally responsive teaching.
This chapter is divided into four sections. The first section takes a historical look
at schooling for Blacks in the US South. Much of the literature detailed the educational
inequities and struggles that many Blacks faced in an attempt to gain equitable education.
The second section looks closely at the condition of education research in rural
communities. The goal of this review was to gain a better understanding of the unique
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characteristics and challenges that are associated with education in rural contexts. Section
three, provides a review of the literature on parental involvement. From that review, it is
unquestionable the astronomical benefits of parents being involved in their children’s
education. In the final section, I will highlight the review of the literature on culturally
relevant pedagogy. This review was necessary to helped me to understand the ways that
schools continue to underserve many minority populations and what must be done to
provide more equitable education for them. The chapter ends with a conclusion of these
four bodies of literature.
Studying the Education of African American Students in the US South
There are many scholars (Woodson, 1933; Butchart, 1980; Anderson, 1988
King, 2005; and Siddle Walker, 1996) who documented the history of education for
Black people. In their scholarship, one theme abounds. Their scholarship captured the
persistent struggle that Black, formerly enslaved people endured to ensure quality,
equitable education. Anderson (1988) detailed and reinterpreted the educational history
for southern Blacks in his book titled, The Education of Blacks in the South, 1860-1935.
Repressing Education for Blacks
For Blacks, education represented liberation— liberation from a system designed
to continuously offer them second class citizenry. Legislation was enacted that made it
illegal to teach enslaved people to read and write. After the enslaved Blacks were
emancipated, organized campaigns were formed in many southern states to deny Blacks
rights of first class citizenry. According to Anderson (1988), despite the many tactics that
were enacted to deny formerly enslaved Blacks economic and political power, Black
education still developed. Consequently, Anderson explained that the educational
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systems that Blacks were forced into resulted because of the lack of economic and
political power Blacks had—power held by white elites. He posited, “the education of
blacks in the South reveals that various contending forces sought either to repress the
development of black education or to shape it in ways that contradicted blacks’ interests
in intellectual development” (1988, p. 285).
Anderson argued that because education symbolized emancipation, newly freed
persons emerged from slavery with a strong desire to learn to read and write. During
their enslavement, many risked losing their lives or disfigurement in an effort to learn to
read and write. Anderson contended that enslaved persons and free persons of Color
started schools that predated the Civil War; many of those schools increased their
activities after the Civil War started. Anderson wrote that John W. Alvord, national
superintendent for the Freedman’s Bureau, reported finding at least 500 such schools
existing before 1886; one such school existed in Savannah from 1833 to 1865. Further,
Anderson argued that historical records document that the first school for Blacks started
by slaves and freed Black people opened at Fort Monroe, Virginia, in September 1861.
These facts support Anderson’s position that Black people were always committed to an
educational system that would meet their own needs and desires.
Siddle Walker (1996) also detailed the horrendous obstacles that many Black
schools in the rural, segregated South faced in educating their children. She pointed out
that poor funding, dilapidated buildings, meager transportation, and insufficient resources
were just a few of the obstacles that prevented many Black school systems from
providing the type of education that they envisioned for their children. She argued,
however, that despite those enormous difficulties, there were some schools that
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accomplished the mission. This was done through the personal sacrifices of parents, a
dedicated and committed administration and faculty, and more importantly, through the
unwavering support from the Black community. Siddle Walker told of one such school,
Caswell County Training School, which operated from 1934 until 1969. Her work
detailed the communal bonding that existed between the Black schools and the
communities in which they were situated. The community provided financial support for
the school, and the school provided education for the children.
Philosophical Figures of the Time
In reading and synthesizing the works of James Anderson (1988), Robert
Williams (2004), Lewis Gordon (2000), Lucius Outlaw (2000) and Carol Lee (2009), I
note two historical figures cited in this literature who were instrumental in shaping the
education of Blacks: W.E. Du Bois and Booker T. Washington. Du Bois and
Washington held opposing philosophical views about the education of Blacks. Booker T.
Washington advocated an industrial education as the solution because an industrial
education would train students for the kinds of practical jobs that they could indeed have.
Washington was a proponent of The Hampton Model of education. According to
Anderson, “The Hampton model was organized around a conservative sociopolitical
ideology that advocated the political disfranchisement and economic subordination of the
black race” (1988, pg. 67). On the other hand, W. E. Du Bois contested an industrial
education, seeing it as a blueprint for the subordination of Blacks. Du Bois maintained
that industrial education supported the established social order and did not improve the
conditions in which Blacks found themselves. Du Bois averred a broad education that
could enhance the intellectual resources necessary for racial uplift. This broad education
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included a college curriculum that could be used by teachers to educate other teachers.
He advocated a system that offered Blacks the same rights and privileges enjoyed by
others.
Segregated Education
The emergence of Black common schools resulted because enslaved Blacks
desired to promote individual and collective liberation (Anderson, 1988). According to
Anderson, Blacks resisted, “infringement that threatened to undermine their own
initiative and self-reliance” (p. 15). Despite the prevalence of overt racism,
comprehensive systems of segregated education were created and sustained (Siddle
Walker, 2000). In describing segregated schools, Siddle Walker (2000) identified four
themes that were critical for the success of schools: exemplary teachers, curriculum and
extracurricular activities, parental support, and leadership of the school principal.
Exemplary teachers. Crucial to these systems were teachers. Siddle Walker
averred, “the African American teacher is a critical figure in a web of caring adults who
placed the needs of African American children at the center of the school’s mission”
(2001, pg. 752). Much of the literature does not often capture Black teachers in positive
ways, depicting themes of inadequate training, low salaries, and limited job opportunities.
However a few notable exceptions exist. Warren (1989), for instance, depicted Black
teachers as respected leaders. Siddle Walker(2001) argued that there are two contrasting
views of Black teachers in the literature— one in which teachers are presented as caring
with a minimalistic depiction of the obstacles or difficulties they faced in educating Black
children, and the other view in which difficulties are emphasized and teacher agency is
minimalized. She reminded us that neither view is inaccurate, or complete. In her
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historiography of Black teachers in the South from 1940-1960, Siddle Walker pointed out
five key principles that Black teachers held about their roles: (a) Teachers should develop
a relationship with the community; (b) Teachers should be committed to professional
ideals; (c) Teachers should care about students; (d) Teachers should relate the curriculum
to students’ needs; and (e) Teachers would receive community and school forms of
support. Siddle Walker espoused a belief that Black teachers, “existed in a complex
system where the needs of African American children were formulated and
communicated in systematic and purposeful ways” (2001, pg. 773). She further
explained:
African American teachers worked in dismal, unfair discriminatory positions, but
did not allow themselves to become victims of their environment. Rather, they
viewed themselves as trained professionals who embraced a series of ideas about
how to teach African American children that were consistent with their
professional discussions and their understanding of the African American
community (Siddle Walker, 2001, pg. 773).
From this portrait of Black teachers during segregation, we can see that many
Black teachers of that time had vested interest in their communities, the children they
taught, and their profession.
Curriculum and extracurricular activities. A second theme in the literature
details the curriculum and extracurricular activities that were offered in Black schools. A
central message evidenced in the curriculum was meritocracy, meaning teachers and
administrators emphasized to children that if they worked hard, they could become
anything that they wanted to become (Siddle Walker, 2000). Although many Black
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schools of the time had inferior resources to their White counterparts, there were
concerted efforts by Black teachers, principals, families, and community members to
ensure that the curriculum presented was similar to that offered to White boys and girls.
These efforts, however, were limited due to financial constraints, class sizes, and the
concerted efforts of some White school boards to prevent Black schools from offering the
same courses that were being taught in White schools. Central to the curriculum were
extracurricular activities that were designed to develop the interest of Black students.
Many of the extracurricular activities mirrored those that occurred in White schools.
Parental support. Parental support was another principle theme in Black
education of this era. Parental support was motivated by the needs of the school. Many
of the schools during this period were heavily supported through the personal finances of
the parents and community (Anderson, 1988 and Siddle Walker, 2000). Siddle Walker
identified seven forms of parental involvement that were utilized by Blacks between 1866
and 1930. These forms of support included, “founding new schools, providing financial
and other support to existing schools, organizing institutions and using existing
institutions to support education, petitioning governmental agencies, convening
conventions, participating in demonstrations and school boycotts, and using law suits to
achieve educational equity” (Siddle Walker, 2000 , pg. 257-258). One can reason that the
support that parents offered to the school was linked to the evolving needs that existed in
the community. Education was a communal bond that everyone felt obligated to support
as it would result in racial uplift.
Leadership of the school principal. The Black principal was a key figure in
connecting the school and the community (Morris, 2009 and Siddle Walker, 2000). The
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principal assumed various important roles to ensure the needs of the school were
communicated to the community. The principal was very visible in the community and
served as a role model for the staff and students. Having autonomy over the school, the
principal was the building manager who not only served as a professional liaison with the
white community, but also served as an advocate on behalf of the school.
Segregated schools during this time served an important role in the Black
communities. These schools served as a means of liberation for a people who had been
denied their basic civil right for so long. The school was an extension of the community
and the members of the community sought ways to ensure that their children received the
best education that they could offer in a time when overt racism ruled the land.
Desegregation
History records the end of segregation with the landmark case of Brown v. Board
of Education of Topeka, Kansas. Brown consisted of five district court cases from around
the country—Bolling v. Sharpe (Washington D.C.), Briggs v. Elliott (South Carolina),
Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, Davis v. Prince Edward County
(Virginia), and Gebhart v. Belton (Delaware). All of the cases were significant in
desegregation. Because of the Briggs v. Elliott case, South Carolina had direct
involvement in the Brown decision.
The case of Briggs v. Elliott began in 1947 as an inequality in transportation case.
Black parents in Clarendon County did not have bus transportation for their children to
attend the local school for Blacks. Many students had to walk eight miles one way to the
nearest school. These parents asked the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP) to file a case against the Clarendon County School Board
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demanding it provide equal transportation for Black students. The suit was thrown out of
the local courts due to technicalities. Despite this, local leaders decided to sue the school
district under the “separate but equal” provision arguing that schools segregated by race
could never be equal. The panel of three judges made the decision that the school must
be equal but not integrated. Judge Warring provided the dissenting opinion in which he
argued that segregation is inequality. This decision allowed Briggs to be appealed to the
Supreme Court where it was combined with four other cases to become the Brown v. the
Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas. The court declared state laws establishing
separate public schools for Blacks and Whites was unconstitutional.
Effects of desegregation. Desegregation resulted in many Black students being
bused to their neighboring White schools. In many cases, Whites resisted desegregation.
Not only did desegregation affect the Black student body, but it also affected Black
teachers and Black communities. With desegregation, there was also a widespread
dismissal and demotion of Black teachers and administrators from the profession (Milner
and Howard, 2004). Milner and Howard asserted that qualified teachers were forced to
teach in integrated schools. Siddle Walker (2001) avers that well educated Black
teachers who knew more about teaching Black children than their White counterparts
were the ones who were dismissed during desegregation. As Milner and Howard
maintain, “The loss of African American educators had a significant effect on the quality
of education that African American students received in public schools (2004, pg. 286).
As these scholars point out, Black teachers had an insider’s perspective and could bring
cultural understanding of the children they taught. Milner and Howard also maintained
that the restructuring of the Black schools brought about an imbalance in the Black
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community. The Black school served as a hub for the community in which important
events were centered. When some of these schools closed, there was a sense of loss.
Changes in the schools were directly felt in the community. It has been more than 50
years since the landmark ruling in the Brown v. Board of Education case, and yet the
struggle to provide equitable educational opportunities for Black children continues
(Perry, Moses, Wynne, Cortes, and Delpit, 2010).
Rural Education
The goal of the review of literature on rural education was to better understand the
condition of rural research and to better understand key issues in rural education. What
follows are key points from that review.
Until recently there was a dearth in the literature on rural education. Many
educators and researchers are now focusing their work in this area (King, 2005).
Journals, namely Journal of Research in Rural Education, Rural Special Education
Quarterly, and the Rural Educator, have made a commitment to disseminate rural
research (Coladarci, 2007). Special interest groups organize sessions at the American
Education Research Association annual meetings to help facilitate communication among
rural education researchers.
Condition of Rural Education Research
In a review of rural research, Arnold and colleagues (2005) found that there were
two ways that research is conducted in rural settings: (a) research that investigates rural
topics, and (b) research that is situated in rural contexts. They also found that there were
no experimental studies conducted. Their review identified that the strongest research
designs were quasi-experimental and causal-comparative. They warned that there is little
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research that can reliably be used to inform policy and practice in rural education. In their
words, “the results of the literature review described in this report conﬁrm that the
condition of rural education research is poor” (Arnold, et. al., 2005, pg. 16.). Arnold and
colleagues (2005) argued that
The apparent lack of high-quality rural research, limited funding for rural
education research, and inconsistent deﬁnitions of “rural” have led many to
conclude that rural education research is limited and of poor quality, but to date
no systematic investigation has been conducted to support such an assertion,” (pg.
2.).
Many of the studies included in their review occurred prior to 2004.
Coladarci (2007) wrote that after 2004, there has been a steady increase in the
amount of research situated in rural contexts. This is due in part to the creation of the
National Research Center on Rural Education Support and three journals committed to
the dissemination of rural education research. Although there is an increase in the yield
of rural research, Coladarci (2007) posited that rural research continues to be a small
enterprise. This is of significance in that one-third of all schools are located in rural areas
(Johnson & Strange, 2005). Coladarci, like Arnold and colleagues, identified several
shortcomings with rural research. These scholars agreed that there is no clear definition
of rural. According to Coladarci, the term ‘rural’ can be described in research according
to population size, proximity to a metropolitan area, or economic activity. He did not call
for a single definition of rural, but cautions researchers to clearly describe their research
contexts. He also warned that researchers cannot make generalities about rural education
just because their research took place in a rural context. Coladarci (2007) espoused that
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the rural researcher must, “provide a clear argument that establishes the inherently rural
nature of the phenomenon” (pg. 3). When a phenomenon is not necessarily rural in
nature, Coladarci explained that the researcher must then offer a descriptive contrast
between rural and the nonrural contexts in order to make a case for the rurality of the
phenomenon.
Impact Relating to the Dearth of Rural Education
As mentioned, the lack of rural education research greatly impacts what the
research community knows about rural education and the strategies that practitioners can
and should use to improve the learning conditions for children in these contexts. This is
unfortunate given the large number of students, particularly students of color, who attend
rural schools. Sherwood (2000) maintained that this scarcity in rural research limits
policymakers’ ability to know the effect of federal, state, and local programs on rural
schools. Sherwood (2005) also maintained that rural education research has suffered
from a lack of consistent financial support by government and academic institutions.
Until more funding is directed to addressing rural education research, policies, and school
reforms designed to improve the conditions of rural education will be impeded.
Parental Involvement
The goal for reviewing the parental involvement literature was to help me develop
a better understanding of the many documented ways that the term is defined in the
literature and to help me get a clearer understanding of the actions that parents and
teachers associate as standard. In this review, I used a lot of classic citations because
educators are still guided by them. What this review revealed was that parental
involvement connotes different things for different people. Driessen and colleagues
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(2005) posited two perspectives of parental involvement—those initiated by the school
and those initiated by parents. As Driessen and colleagues contended, in school-initiated
parental involvement, the school sponsors the relevant activities (volunteering, tutoring,
etc...), and the activities mainly occur at the school. In contrast, parent-initiated parental
involvement activities (helping with homework, talking to children about school, etc.)
occur in the homes and are parent sponsored activities. When discussing the effects of
involvement on school achievement, the research does not adequately distinguish
between the two general types (Ho Sui-Chu & Willms, 1996). Baker and Stevenson
(1986) asserted that many forms of school, family and community relationships, but they
contended that the dominant model centers on parents who are involved in the cognitive
development of their children.
Social Class and Parental Involvement
Drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical concept of cultural capital, Lareau
(1987) explained the varying levels of parental participation. She pointed out that the
research on parental involvement documents that the varying levels of involvement
largely depends on the socio-economic status of the parents. Lareau (1987) asserted that
class position provides parents with unequal resources to comply with the school’s
request for parental participation. She asserted that parents’ educational capabilities, their
views of the division of labor between teachers and parents, the information they have
about their child’s education, the time, money, and other material resources all mediate
their participation in schooling. She posited that parental networks are a central
dimension of social capital and differ drastically by social class.
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Stanton-Salazar (1997) explained that there are various forms of capital (social,
economic, and cultural capital) that individuals have available to them; however,
dominant institutions at particular moments in time revere some forms over others. He
maintained that the more closely connected a person’s cultural capital is to the dominant
institution, the more success that person finds in those institutions. However, when a
person is not an insider to the sociocultural world that is legitimized by institutions, he or
she may find that becoming an insider is very stressful and problematic.
Lareau (1987) conducted a qualitative study to understand how social class
influences the process through which parents participate in their child’s schooling. She
chose to focus on white working-class and middle-class communities. Her study revealed
that participants believe that the integration of school and home lives are ideal in school,
home and community relationships. Consequently, she noted startling differences in the
architecture and purposes of the networks of support that families from the different
socioeconomic groups establish. For instance, working-class families were reluctant to
contact the school, tended to intervene over nonacademic matters, and were
uncomfortable interacting in the school. In contrast, middle class families frequently
contacted the schools to discuss their children’s academic progress and provided varying
levels of supervision. Horvat and colleagues (2003) present similar data. They noted that
working-class parents develop networks that were organized on the basis of scarcity and
conservation of resources, whereas, the networks that middle-class families developed
were oriented toward maximizing individual and group access to the mainstream
marketplace. Further, their data implied that middle-class networks are more likely to
include more professionals than those of working-class and poor families, and the
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primary source of networks in working-class and poor families are kinship relations.
Finally, their data suggested that middle-class families mobilize resources and respond
collectively to ensure success for their children; in contrast, working-class families tend
to address issues individually.
Barriers to Parental Involvement
As a part of their “multiple worlds” study, Phelan and her associates (1993)
discussed barriers that one sometimes faces as he or she attempts to access social worlds
and institutional resources of the mainstream culture. They identified four barriers: 1)
sociocultural barriers, 2) socioeconomic barriers, 3) linguistic barriers, and 4) structural
barriers. As they explained, sociocultural barriers are when the family’s home culture is
seen as inferior or deficit, or when economic realities prevent a person from fully
participating in the daily life of the mainstream institution. They posited that linguistic
barriers obstruct a person’s ability to achieve bilingualism. They further described
structural barriers that impede students from fully engaging in learning. The types of
programs that schools offer children are evidence of the structural barriers. These
barriers, as described by Phelan, impede a person’s access to institutional resources and
support and are operational when discussing parental involvement. With the increase of
the number of families who speak English as a second language, many schools fail to
communicate adequately with non-English speaking families. The realities of the barriers
that exist in schools help us to comprehend how and why schooling can be a
marginalizing experience.
Benefits of Parental Involvement
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Family researchers, such as Turnbull and Turnbull (1997), Hoover-Dempsey &
Sandler (1995), and Clark (1983) documented that building and sustaining positive
relationships between schools, family and communities have positive effects on children
cognitively, socially, and emotionally. Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995) offered a
model for the process in which parents become involved. Their model includes, “parents'
choices of involvement forms, major mechanisms through which parental involvement
influences educational and related developmental outcomes in children, the major
mediating variables that enhance or diminish the influence of involvement, and major
outcomes for child learning” (pg. 3-4).
Joyce Epstein (1992 and 2001) articulated that schools can improve when schools
and families realize each other’s potential for improving the education of the children
they share. In understanding the dynamics of school, home, and community relationships,
Epstein conducted a study with sixteen school districts in Maryland. She found that
children, despite socioeconomic status, made gains in personal and academic
development if their parents emphasized schooling and continually made the children
aware that schooling was important. She also found three factors that strongly influenced
teachers’ use of parental involvement practices: grade level, parent on-site participation,
and teacher commitment of time. Epstein defined parental practices as those in which
teachers requested that parents help their children at home with school related learning
activities. Her work revealed that teachers of younger children more frequently used
parent involvement practices. The study also indicated that the visibility of the parents at
the school conveyed to the teachers the parent’s willingness to help at home. Finally, the
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study also suggested that teachers who conducted parenting workshops were more than
likely to require parents to utilize the information they received.
Jackson and Davis (2000) posited that parents continuously monitor their
children’s schoolwork and help them as needed. By monitoring their child’s educational
career, Jackson and Davis suggested that parents can act both as advocates and coaches
for their children. They asserted that parents who direct their children to constructive
learning outside of the school give them access to new knowledge and other
knowledgeable adults. Finally they suggested that when parents are directly involved onsite with helping schools improve through shared decision making, parents are
empowered, confident, and more likely to attend a variety of school functions.
Strengthening Family-School Relationships
Epstein (1992) recommended that schools establish an Action Team comprised of
different school personnel, parents, and community representatives whose task is to help
the school develop a plan for strengthening school, family and community relationships.
She distinguishes six types of parental involvement (a) parenting, in which the school
helps the parents create positive home conditions to promote the development of their
children, (b) communicating, in which the school informs the parents about school
programs and the academic progress of their children, (c) volunteering, in which parents
contribute and help on-site during the school day, (d) learning at home, in which the
parents are encouraged to help their school-aged children at home with school related
activities, (e) decision making, in which parents participate in the governance of the
school, and (f) collaboration, in which the schools integrate community resources with

37

existing school programs. In each of these types, parents and teachers have individual and
shared responsibilities.
Other scholars also suggest ways to build and sustain positive relationships
between schools, family, and communities. For example, Jackson and Davis (2000)
proposed four key areas where collaboration between parents and school is essential: (a)
establishing continuity between home and school; (b) monitoring students’ schoolwork
and their school “career”; (c) creating opportunities outside the school for safe, engaging
exploration; and (d) improving the school through on-site parental involvement. They
posited that establishing continuity between home and school is important. They noted
that when cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic mismatches between the faculty of the
school and the children and their homes exist, children find this disconnect stressful and
confusing. However, when schools and homes are mutually reinforcing, children benefit.
In discussing the psychological effects of fractured home-school relationships, Henderson
and Berla (1994) are quoted as saying, “If children know that their parents and teachers
understand and respect each other, that they share similar expectations and stay in touch,
children feel comfortable with who they are and can more easily reconcile their
experience at home and school” (p. 11).
In discussing school, home, and community relationships, Stanton-Salazar (1997)
offered a network-analytic framework that details the relationships between children and
institutional agents, such as teachers, counselors, and coaches. The most prominent
feature of this framework is the idea of social capital. He advocated that institutional
agents transmit directly or negotiate the transmission of institutional resources and
opportunities to the children in their care. He introduced six key forms of institutional
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support: (a) the provision of various funds of knowledge associated with ascension within
the educational system; (b) bridging the access to gatekeepers, social networks, and
opportunities for exploring “mainstream” institutions; (c) advocacy; (d) role modeling;
(e) emotional and moral support; and (f) evaluative feedback, advice, and guidance.
Stanton-Salazar and colleagues posited that the institutional supports help children and
parents understand how to decode the system, because they afford children and families
with the necessary knowledge of the rules that govern social advancement.
Deborah Meier (2002) articulated five ideas necessary in school reforms for
making school, home, and community relationships more trusting. First she asserted that
schools must articulate to parents the school’s definition of “well educated”, and what
learning looks like at different stages. Second she avowed that schools must be clear
about how they make decisions. Third, parents must feel that the school’s and teacher’s
intentions are good. Meier suggested that parents need ways to make informed judgments
about the professional competence of the school. School, home, and community
relationships require time. Finally she asserted that there should be clear, precise steps to
take when the relationships breakdown. She reiterated that when these relationships are
operating smoothly, schools can provide the kind of education that can transform
children’s lives.
Culturally Responsive Teaching
A review of the culturally responsive literature helped me gain a deeper
understanding of critical pedagogy that could be used to better serve students of Color.
Neito (2002) contends that culturally relevant pedagogy breaks away from a deficit
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perspective of children by affirming their cultural identities and helping children develop
critical perspectives, so that they can challenge societal inequities.
Defining Culturally Responsive Teaching
Most proponents of culturally relevant teaching will reference Ladson-Billing’s
revolutionary book, Dreamkeepers. Ladson-Billings defined culturally relevant teaching
as, “A pedagogy that empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and
politically by using cultural and historical referents to convey knowledge, to impart skills,
and to change attitudes” (Ladson-Billings, 1994, pg. 13). Since then there have been
multiple names and definitions given to culturally relevant teaching. Some of these
variations include culturally responsive pedagogy, culturally compatible teaching,
culturally connected teaching, and culturally appropriate teaching (Gay, 2000). Gay’s
text, Culturally Responsive Teaching: Theory, Research, and Practice, is also very
influential in helping us to understand how to teach to, and through, the strengths that
children bring to the classroom. Gay (2002) defined culturally responsive teaching as,
“using the cultural characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of ethnically diverse
students as conduits for teaching them more effectively,” (pg. 106). Positing that when
teachers situate curriculum in the frames of references and lived experiences of diverse
children, the academic achievement of these children tend to improve. Gay shared five
tenets of culturally responsive teaching, which include: (1) developing a culturally
diverse knowledge base, (2) designing culturally responsive curricula, (3) demonstrating
cultural caring and building a learning community, (4) cross cultural communication, and
(5) cultural congruity in classroom instruction.
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Culturally Responsive Teachers
If education is the gatekeeper for future opportunities for most young people, then
teachers hold the keys to open the doors of the gate. Teachers’ attitudes and beliefs foster
or hinder learning (Villegas and Lucas, 2005). Delpit (1988) reiterated this when she
explained that people do not really see through their eyes or hear through their ears, but
they see and hear through their beliefs. Our beliefs about children determine what we
expect from them. Those expectations do not come out of thin air, but reflect our
ideological values. Society shapes those values. Teachers must critically examine their
beliefs and attitudes about children and certain groups of people and take actions to
challenge those biases if schools are ever to be equitable (Boutte, 1999; Nieto, 2002).
Teachers who practice culturally responsive teaching employ strategies and
techniques that are dynamically different from teachers who consciously or inadvertently
reinforce cultures of powers through their practice. For instance, culturally responsive
teachers have equitable and reciprocal relationships with their students. A sense of
mutual respect is evident in his or her classroom. Irvine (1990) called this connectedness
“cultural synchronization”. She explained that cultural synchronization must exist
between teachers and students to maximize learning. Culturally responsive teachers
locate and teach to the strengths that children possess. They do not view children as
having deficits. They understand that children bring funds of knowledge (Moll et, al.,
1992) with them to schools, and they build upon that knowledge. They acknowledge that
families are educative resources and capitalize on those resources to educate children
successfully. Further, culturally relevant teachers forgo competitive individual
achievements and encourage community building through collaborative learning.
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Villegas and Lucas (2005) offered a curriculum proposal that teacher education
programs can use as a framework for preparing culturally responsive teachers. Their
framework is built on six key tenets. Culturally relevant teachers: (a) are socioculturally
conscious; (b) affirm views of students from diverse backgrounds; (c) are change agents
who work to make schools equitable; (d) are constructivists who design curriculum in
which students construct knowledge; (e) know their students; and (f) design curriculum
around what students know while stretching them beyond what is familiar. Villegas and
Lucas did not intend their proposed curriculum to be prescriptive, but to help those
involved in teacher preparation programs begin the dialogue to design a collective vision
for teaching and learning in a multicultural society and to use local resources to make the
vision possible.
Culturally Responsive Educative Resources
Schools and teachers committed to culturally responsive teaching avoid using
resources that perpetuate stereotypes, or they help children critically examine such
materials for bias. Sadker, Sadker, and Long (1993) suggested that educative materials
should be evaluated for linguistic bias, stereotyping, invisibility, imbalance, unreality,
and fragmentation. Boutte (1999) explained these six forms of bias. She asserted that
linguist bias includes culturally loaded terms that are offensive to various racial and/or
ethnic groups. She further suggests the avoidance of sexist terms. She goes on to explain
that teachers should not use materials that perpetuate stereotypes, such as gender,
religion, exceptionalities, ethnicities, and socioeconomic status. Boutte explained that
teachers should not use materials that make the contributions of various cultural groups
and genders invisible. She warns that invisibility in the curriculum misinforms children,
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and it signals to others that they are not important. She advises teachers to include
different perspectives to ensure a more balanced representation of topics. Educative
materials perpetuate bias when only one interpretation of an issue, situation, or group is
used. Boutte expressed concerns about the tailoring of the educative materials used in
classrooms. She advocates exposing children to a wide spectrum of experiences. Finally,
she warns against textbooks that fragment the contributions of many groups of people. As
mentioned earlier, teachers are to be wary of textbooks that treat the contributions of
certain groups as insignificant. Teachers who understand these forms of bias are more
equipped at making informed decisions about educative resources that honor all groups of
people. Teachers also understand that empowering children with this knowledge makes
them critical consumers of everything.
Conclusion to Review of Literature
In this chapter, I took a brief historical look at education for Blacks in the US
prior to and after Brown vs. The Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas. I reviewed the
scarce literature on rural education. In addition, I reviewed literature on parental
involvement and culturally responsive teaching. Although I do not proclaim an
exhaustive review of any of these bodies of literature, I did draw on what I read to garner
key points that guide this study. Education has always been important to Black people.
They have worked against overwhelming odds to secure the type of education that they
felt would depict that kind of humanity they deserved. What is compelling is that even
after the Brown decision little has changed in over 50 years. Poor Black children still lag
behind their White counterparts. Poor Black children continue to be underserved in
schools. The rural US South now has a majority of students of Color and children from
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economically strained conditions (The New Majority Report, 2010). Consequently, there
is not a substantial body of research situated in this region to inform policy makers or
educators alike on how best to educate these children.
We know that parents have an important role in their children’s education, yet we
fail to adequately tap into their cultural ways of being to make learning relevant for their
children. The disjuncture is due in part to a mismatch between home culture and the
culture that exists in schools. The research points out that teachers and schools that
employ culturally responsive teaching tend to do a better job of educating children. It
does not matter if the teacher is Black or White. What matters is that he/she has cultural
synchronization (Irvine, 2003) with the children with whom he/she works.
In the next chapter, I will detail the methodology that I used to generate data for
the dissertation study.
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CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Parental involvement is certainly not a new concept. Many researchers have
documented the benefits of parents being involved in their children’s education (Jordan,
et al., 2001; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; and Clark, 2002). Most of these studies,
however, fail to include the voices of rural Black families describing what involvement
for them truly means. The voices of rural Black families must be included in the
conversation if we are truly to promote a democratic society and transform education for
the new majority (The New Majority Report, 2013). Darling-Hammond (1998) argued,
“For democracy to survive and flourish those who have been silenced need to find their
voices. Those who have been marginalized need to seek, create, and find a myriad of
possible places for themselves in society” (pg. 91). Hence, including the voices of these
nine Black families from the rural US South in the conversation about parental
involvement may foster a deeper more meaningful understanding of what we as educators
view as parental involvement. It may open us to new possibilities that we did not know
existed. Thus this exploratory study was guided by the following inquiries:
In what ways do nine Black families in the rural South describe involvement
in their children’s literacy education?
What are those Black parents’ perceptions of how schools relate to them and
how teachers interact with them with regard to the issue of parental
involvement?
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What are teachers’ perceptions of Black parents’ involvement in their
children’s literacy education? What are their perceptions of their interactions
with Black parents?
This chapter was written to describe the methods used to collect the data and the
process I underwent to analyze its contents. The chapter is divided into nine sections.
The first section, “Rationale for the Primary Study: Methodological Stance” begins with
a discussion of the qualitative methodology used in the study. I specifically offer a
definition, and highlight for the readers the rationale for using qualitative methodology.
The next section highlights my role and details my personal experiences and biases. The
third section, “Data Collection Methods” provides an explanation of the research tools
used to gather the resulting data. The next two sections: “Site Selection and Participant
Selection” speak specifically about the context and the participants who engaged with me
in this study. In section six, I share the procedures used to gather the data. A timeline is
provided to highlight the procedures used during the different phases of the study. The
next section describes the data analysis process. In it, the readers learn how preliminary
data were used to probe deeper into what participants shared, ask new questions, and
revise the research design. It also explains how codes were assigned and how themes
were constructed and defined. In section eight, I discuss critical issues that occurred
during the process and the decisions that resulted. The final section speaks specifically
of the soundness of the research design. The chapter concludes with a summary.
Rationale for the Primary Study: Methodological Stance
Because I believe that reality is multi-faceted and dynamic and that knowledge is
socially constructed, I used an iterative design for data collection in this dissertation
study. Grbich (2009) postulated that iterative designs involve repeated data collection
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until the findings indicate that no new patterns can be constructed and the research
question is answered. There were several reasons that I chose to use qualitative methods
for data collection. First, my research sought to capture the meaning that participants
assign to their experiences. Qualitative methodology encourages exploration of multiple
perspectives of a phenomenon and therefore increases accurate acknowledgement of
differences. Marshall and Rossman (2011) pointed out that quantitative approaches are
not designed to capture the thoughts, feelings, beliefs, values, and assumptions of the
participants. Marshall and Rossman (2011) also argued that human actions cannot be
understood unless the meanings people assign to them are understood. My research
sought to look closely at the ways that nine Black families described their involvement in
their children’s literacy education. Each family is different and brings unique
perspectives to the study. Glesne (2006) pointed out that one of the key principles of
qualitative research is that it is research that is based on learning from and with people
rather than research that is the study of people.
A second reason that I used qualitative methodology was that to fully understand
human actions, they must be studied in the real-life situations in which they occur
(Glesne, 2006). My pursuit was to understand how families were involved in their
children’s literacy education; therefore, learning from them required that I spend long
periods of time in settings that were most familiar to them—their homes. Finally, I used
qualitative methodology to avoid coding the world according to preordained operational
variable that may limit the depth and richness of the data as is sometimes the case with
quantitative methodology.
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Researcher’s Role: Positionality
In qualitative research, the researcher is the primary instrument of data collection
(Merriam, 1988). It was my responsibility to tap into the narrative accounts of my
participants and re-present those stories as accurately as possible. For the purpose of my
study, I assumed the role of participant observer. I collaborated with the participants as
we tried to gain a better understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. This
required me asking them to provide explicit examples of concepts that were unfamiliar or
unclear to me. This also meant sharing with them my interpretations of what they said
and rectifying any misinterpretations that existed.
I approached this research fully aware of the ways in which my multiple identities
(Black woman, mother, administrator, student, etc. . .) could affect the research both
consciously and unconsciously. Knowing this, it is my responsibility to divulge those
identities to the readers. In doing so, I share with my readers the advantages and
limitations of those identities.
First, I am a Black woman reared in a small, rural working class community in the
US South. This was an advantage in that my direct experiences with issues of
segregation, race, racism, and oppression, particularly the historical experiences of many
Blacks in this region afforded me unique perspectives, and I understood many of the
issues as experienced by the participants in this study. This identity also posed
limitations. Although I could relate personally with many of the issues such as
inequitable educational practices, racism, and marginalization that these nine Black
families experienced, I had to remain cognizant not to romanticize the ways in which
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these families existed in the world. I was also cognizant not to demonize the schools or
the teachers.
Second, I am a resident of the small, rural community in which this study took
place. This was advantageous in that I am very familiar with the context and could better
access the stories that my participants shared. Like many poor, rural communities,
material resources were scarce and opportunities were limited in the area that the study
took place. I experienced such conditions growing up and am able to more accurately
narrate the stories of others who had similar experiences. Because I am a product of
these phenomena, I understand the complexities that these Black families experience to
ensure access and better educational opportunities for other family members. But because
of my close ties with the community and my personal experiences with issues of injustice
and racism, I remain cognizant of my responsibility to describe the community as it truly
exists and not portray it in ways that made it better or worse.
Third, I am a mother of two school-aged children. Because of this, I have vested
personal interest in this research. As a parent, I want to better understand the intricacies
of what it means to educate two Black children in the rural US South in the 21st century.
Further, I want others to understand the particulars of my parenting role in this process.
As I engage from this vantage point, I ask, “How do I help my children navigate the
social and political discourses of schooling?” More importantly, how do I broaden those
limited discourses that often do not acknowledge parenting strategies of others like me?
Finding balance in which this particular identity was extremely difficult. Because of my
personal interest in this research, I constantly questioned myself as a researcher. I would
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step back from the work and ask myself repeatedly, “Is this my story, or the story of my
participants?”
I also bring my professional identity to this research. I am a principal at a
predominately Black Title I elementary school in a rural southern community. To a large
degree, my role as a principal of a small Title I school in a rural community and my role
as a former teacher in an elementary classroom influenced how I once defined parental
involvement. I too held on to many of the middle class ways of viewing parents’ support
of their children’s education; such as (a) volunteering in schools, (b) attending school
sponsored events, (c) helping with homework, (d) being visible onsite, and (e)
participating in school governance. Howbeit, equally influential were my experiences as
a Black child whose parents, because of responsibilities at work and economic
limitations, never volunteered in my classes, seldom attended school sponsored events,
nor were they visible at the school on a regular basis. Despite the fact that my parents
were not involved in standard ways, they were still highly supportive of my education
and continue to be. For instance, my mom used her community networks to find out
about scholarships for which I was qualified. As a result, I was afforded several
scholarships which made attending college a possibility for me. Currently my parents
assume major responsibilities of taking care of my children as a way to assist me as I
pursue a doctoral degree. Operating from these two paradigms—my role as a principal
and former teacher and my childhood background, I entered this study opened to the
possibilities of different interpretations of what parental involvement in literacy education
for Black children entails. I did not experience much internal conflict with this identity.
The only problem was that at first, the participants were not comfortable sharing their
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true feelings with me because they knew that I was a principal. I resolved this by
extending my time in the field. Families became more comfortable with me and began to
divulge personal thoughts, feelings, and aspirations for themselves and their children.
Finally, as an activist for social justice, I come to this research with the hopes of
bringing unheard voices—the voices of Black parents and teachers to the forefront. It is
my hope that the rich stories and discussions from this research will help the readers
envision a more comprehensive account of what it means to educate Blacks and the roles
that family networks—immediate and extended—have in this process. It is my hope that
schools and families will work together to transform education for every child, but
particularly for children who are marginalized.
Data Collection Methods
The study began in May, 2011, and ended in June, 2012. I received Institutional
Review Board (IRB) approval in May, 2011, from the University of South Carolina.
Prior to data collection, written permission was granted by the Superintendent of the
district (see Appendix A). Data for this study were collected from four basic data sources
(survey data from teachers, field notes collected during home visits with families,
interviews with family members, and focus group interviews with selected teachers). The
data sources were selected to align with my research questions. Table 3.1 details this
alignment.
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Table 3.1 Alignment of Data Methods to Research Questions
Research Questions

Data Collected

In what ways do Black families display
involvement in their children’s literacy
education?

What are Black parents’ perceptions of
how schools relate to them and how
teachers interact with them?

What are teachers’ perceptions of Black
families and how do they interact with
them?



Family interviews



Observational field notes from
home visits



Family interviews



Observational field notes from
home visits



Survey data



Teacher focus group interviews

What follows is a description of the methods used in collecting and analyzing the data for
this study.
Survey
Surveys were one of the methodological tools used in this dissertation study. The
purpose of the survey was to investigate teachers’ perceptions of, and interaction with,
Black families. In addition, the survey sought to better understand how teachers define
parental involvement. A copy of the survey is located in Appendix B. The survey
consisted of three sections—demographics, communication, and
relationship/involvement. Questions one and two sought to provide demographic
information such as ethnicity and the number of years in teaching. The second section
(questions three through seven) sought to investigate the ways that parents and teachers
communicated with each other. The final section (questions eight through ten) sought to

52

investigate how teachers define parental involvement, the expectations they have for
parents, and how teachers build relationships with families.
I secured the names and email addresses of teachers from the secretaries of the
eight elementary schools in the district. I created a ten-question survey using a free
internet surveying tool. I sent an invitation and the web link
(http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/SCH3PNW) for the survey to all of the elementary
teachers using the district’s email system, Groupwise. One hundred forty-eight of the
teachers read the message. Of that number, eighty-six teachers completed the survey.
The survey data served as a backdrop to my research in that it offered avenues of
inquiry to explore with parents as well as selected teachers during focus group interviews.
It urged me to seek explicit examples of how teachers articulate the ways that they forge
relationships with families and to dig deeper into parents’ perspectives of what it means
for them to be involved in their children’s education. It also pushed me to investigate a
line of questioning with parents that dealt with the differences in parenting styles.
Home Visits
Important to this study were home visits. I visited the homes of each of the nine
families at least five times during the study for the purpose of deepening my
understanding of the “funds of knowledge” (Moll, 1992) that exist in their homes and to
learn as much from the families as possible. The visits were also designed to open lines
of communication. I took on a learner’s stance when visiting the homes of the
participants. This was essential when forging trusting relationships in which families
were free to openly dialogue with me or have me come into their homes. I wanted to
learn as much as possible from and with them as oppose to parents viewing me as the
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more knowledgeable expert other from whom they were to learn. While at the homes, I
involved myself in the daily lives of the families and got to know them in new ways that
extended beyond the school walls. I participated in routine family tasks to the extent that
the families and I felt were comfortable. After each home visit, I recorded detailed notes
about the observations. I recorded specific details about the literacy practices that were
observed and any significant information that gave me insight into the ways that these
families supported their children. There were times in which I was also invited to attend
events such as the ballet, dinner, a family reunion, or a walk in the park with the families.
Interviews
In this study, two types of interviews (in-depth interviews and focus group
interviews) were important. In-depth interviews of families were used for the purpose of
investigating the research questions that asked (1) In what ways do nine Black families in
the rural South describe involvement in their children’s literacy education? and (2 What
are those Black parents’ perceptions of how schools relate to them and how teachers
interact with them with regard to the issue of parental involvement? Focus group
interviews were used to investigate the research question that sought to understand
teachers’ perceptions of Black families and how teachers interact with them. Both types
of interviews are described in the next sections.
In-depth interviews. These nine Black families were interviewed to investigate
the ways that they displayed involvement in their children’s literacy education and their
perceptions of how schools related to them and how teachers interacted with them. To
gain access, I contacted the curriculum coordinators of the selected schools. They
provided the names, addresses, and telephone numbers of all of the parents/guardians in
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their data bases. I narrowed the list of parents that I would call based on race, choosing
only Blacks. I spent several days calling families to see if they were interested in
receiving more information about the study. I struck the names of those who were not
interested off the list to further narrow the search. Once the list became manageable,
about 60 families, I sent, via email or postal mail, a letter that detailed specifics about the
study to those that were interested. A total of sixty letters were sent (20 for each school).
Follow-up calls were made to determine which families best met the criteria and would
participate. In order to be selected, parents had to agree to the following:


Families were willing to have me conduct at least three in-depth
interviews over the course of the study.



Families were willing to have me conduct at least five home visits.



Families were willing to include me, when feasible, in family activities.

This process continued until nine families were selected. Refer to Table 3.2
Family Participant Information on page 63 for the demographic information of the
parents selected. The initial contact with the families was to determine with whom I
should speak about the child, the adult who took the major responsibility in the child’s
education. All families identified the person or persons who assumed the role of primary
caretaker of the child or children. Primary caretaker, in most cases, included mothers,
fathers, grandparents, and aunts. This proved beneficial in that they had intimate details
about the child on many levels—socially, emotionally, educationally, etc… Agreed upon
times and locations were set for the interviews to take place. Most of the interviews
occurred in the homes of the families; however, one occurred in the park and another at a
local restaurant. The interviews were semi-structured in that I used an interview
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protocol, but followed the lead of the families as they responded to the questions on the
protocol. Refer to Appendix C for the interview protocol. The focus for each interview
was different. During the first interview, I familiarize families with the research. I
gathered demographic information and discussed the expectations that families have of
their children, the school, and the teachers. The focus for the second interview was to
discuss families’ perceptions of their roles in their children’s education and the ways that
schools and teachers forged relationships with them. The third interview was to discuss
issues of race and racism that these nine Black families and their children might have
experienced. Each interview lasted approximately sixty minutes; some were slightly
longer. The interviews yielded approximately two hundred seventy-eight pages of
transcripts.
Focus group interviews. Focus group interviews were used to investigate the
research question that asked what are teachers’ perceptions of Black families and how do
teachers interact with them. Also, focus group interviews were used to get under the
teacher rhetoric that was exhibited in the survey data. This data helped me to dig deeper
into the meanings that teachers made of parents’ actions, their expectations for parents,
and their perceived roles in home-school relationships. I sent emails to all of the teachers
(a total of 73) from the same three schools from which the families were also selected—
Fogle, Alston, and Stroman (all names are pseudonyms to provide anonymity). I received
responses from 12 of the teachers. Table 3.3, Teacher Focused Group Participant
Information, on page 63, offers information about the teachers selected for the focus
group interviews. Four of the teachers who previously agreed were unable to attend their
interviews due to scheduling conflicts. I rescheduled several of the interviews and
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proceeded with those who could attend. There were a total of three focus group
interviews with an average of two or three teachers at each. Two of the interviews were
held after school at the schools in which the teachers taught. The third interview was
held in a neutral location that was agreed upon by the participants and me. Three
teachers from Fogle participated—two white females and one Black male. One Black
female participated from Alston, and four Black females participated from Stroman.
Refer to Appendix D for the protocol used during the focus group interviews. These
interviews lasted approximately 40 minutes and yielded about sixty pages of transcripts.
Contexts of the Study: Historical Profile of the County in the 1950s and 1960s
Before describing the county as it currently exists, a brief discussion of the
historical context prior to desegregation is provided. During the 1950s and 1960s seventy
thousand people spread across eleven hundred square miles in this county. The majority
of residents were Black; however, more Whites resided in the city due to municipal
boundaries that excluded Blacks from certain neighborhoods. Prior to the 60s, Jim Crow
laws governed race relations in the area. Governmental and public facilities were all
segregated, and all of the school districts within the county operated a dual educational
system based on race. After the Supreme Court’s ruling in Brown v. Board of Education,
there was massive resistance by White residents who employed legal efforts to
circumvent the decision. Blacks who supported desegregation lost employment, homes,
and credit. Efforts made by local Blacks to help desegregate schools and local business
were met with massive resistance from Whites. As a result of the resistance,
desegregation of public schools and businesses were not achieved unto the late 60s.
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The County’s Current Demographics
The study took place in a rural county in South Carolina. More specifically, it was
in three distinctive communities that comprise one of the three school districts in this
county. The 2009 Kids Count report for the county reveals that the mean income for
families with children under 18 is $41,669. The annual unemployment rate is slightly
over 15%. Over 33% of children between the ages of 0-18 live below the poverty level.
Kids Count reports a high incidence (40. 3%) of children living in single parent
households. Slightly over 25% of the births were to mothers with less than a high school
education. The dropout rate is an alarming 32%. Of the total population, 56,210 are
Black, 32, 640 are white, and 1,420 are Latino.
The School District
The school district in which this study was located caters to a predominately
Black population. The district is a part of a recent lawsuit, because of inadequate funding
for educational programs, persistent poverty, and under-employment and is highlighted in
the film documentary, "Corridor of Shame” (Ferillo, 2006).
The Communities and Schools
The three elementary schools used as sites for this study were Fogle Elementary,
Alston Elementary, and Stroman Elementary (all names in are pseudonyms to provide
anonymity). What follows is a description of each community in which the schools are
located. The demographic description of each school is also provided.
Jackson Community: Fogle Elementary School
Jackson community. Driving into the Jackson community, one sees numerous
still water ponds, on either side of the highway, covered with algae and populated with
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bass, walleye, muskie, northern pike, sturgeon, and catfish. The closer one gets to the
town of Jackson, the main highway is lined with small brick homes with professionally
landscaped yards. Cherry blossoms and azaleas perfume the yards and provide shade for
bird baths and seating areas situated on patios in back and side yards. The town of
Jackson has one traffic light and a railroad track that runs through the center. Few stores
are stretched on either side of the railroad track. There is a women’s consignment shop, a
beauty supply store, a Dollar General, and a Piggly Wiggly. City Hall, which is across the
street from the Jackson Post Office, sits adjacent to the town’s small one room library.
Driving through the town of Jackson to the communities on the outskirt, the landscape
changes. The small brick homes are replaced by mobile homes—single and double-wide.
The immaculate yards are replaced with less than manicured lawns with a few pines and
moss covered oaks. The yards are filled with toys—bikes, trampolines, four wheelers,
and plastic swimming pools.
The population within the town limits of Jackson is 852 residents. Forty-two
percent is Caucasian; fifty-one percent is Black; and one percent is Asian. Fifty-eight
percent of the students come from single or extended family homes. The median housing
value in Jackson is $78,300.
With the closing of two large manufacturing companies within the past 15 years,
Jackson is experiencing a major decrease in its economic base. However, the recognition
and importance of the Jackson Air Base seems to offer economic optimism. Most parents
work outside of the town limits, since there are only a few small businesses to employ
parents from the school community.
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Fogle Elementary. Fogle Elementary School—the only elementary school in the
Jackson community—serves as a prime site for many of the town’s activities and events.
The school is located about two miles from the town limits and serves students, from
Jackson and the surrounding communities of Boland, Kerrington, Willard, and Denver, in
four-year-old kindergarten through grade five. The facility was built in 2002, and houses
approximately 300 students. The ethnic composition of the student population consists of
56% Blacks, 43% Caucasian and 1% Latino. Approximately 80% of the students receive
free or reduced priced lunches. The fifth grade classes are single-gender classes,
meaning that there is a teacher who teaches all content subjects to a class of either all
boys or all girls.
The staff is comprised of twenty-three certified staff members, seven
paraprofessionals, two office support staff members, two administrators, a guidance
counselor, a part-time nurse, four custodians, and six food service employees. The
resource teacher and a paraprofessional utilize inclusion and pullout models to serve
twenty-four students with various learning disabilities in pre-kindergarten through fifth
grades by. In addition, there are two speech-language therapists who serve fifty-five
students and a part time school psychologist. The staff is comprised of 74% White and
26% Black teachers.
Richburg Community: Alston Elementary School
Richburg community. Driving into the town of Richburg, one immediately
notices the vast number of pastures that line both sides of the single-lane highway for
cows to graze. The fields are covered with lush green grass and dotted with Ayshire,
Jersey, and Hereford gnawing cud and producing tons of gallons of milk yearly. The
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population of cows outnumbers the population of the residents of the town.
Neighborhoods consist of primarily mobile homes with a few single family homes. The
median housing value is $65,000. The yards in this area are adorned with hydrangeas,
morning glories, daffodils, and nameless shrubs that align the fronts of homes. Here too,
one sees abandoned toys—bikes, four-wheelers, and trampolines—scattered throughout
the yards.
According to the 2010 US Census Bureau, Richburg has a population of 825
residents. The town has 80% Blacks and 20% White. In this rural area, most of the
employment opportunities are embedded in the large dairies that support the economy of
Richburg. For the most part, agriculture is the major industry in the town. The Bullock
Farm and the Goosling Dairy Farm are major employers in the town. However, the town
of Richburg continues to grow with the recent arrival of a Chinese restaurant, a Family
Dollar Store, and a Dollar General Store. The residents usually purchase groceries from
the only grocer, IGA. There are a variety of Mom and Pop stores in the area that afford
residents items of convenience and gas. In addition, there is one thrift shop. The town
has no traffic lights. City Hall and the Richburg Post Office are located in the same
building. The town has a one room library that is across the street from City Hall.
Alston Elementary School. Alston Elementary School is the only public
elementary school in the rural Richburg community. Alston is located on the outskirts of
a fast growing industrial area with a healthy economy and increasing opportunities for
employment for graduates. Alston Elementary School was built in 2004. It is a K-12
facility that houses elementary through high school students. The 319 elementary
students are housed on the opposite end of the complex from the middle and high school

61

students. The elementary, middle, and high school students share the cafeteria, the
gymnasium, and the media center. Even though all grade levels are in the same building,
they do not mingle.
The student ethnic composition of Alston consists of 87% Blacks; a little over 9%
is White; and 4% is Latino. Many of the students are from low-to-middle income families
and live in single-parent homes or are being reared by elderly grandparents. A few of the
students reside in foster care homes. Of the student population who comprise Alston,
one-half live in low-income rental housing, and the other half live in family owned
homes.
The staff at Alston Elementary is comprised of twenty-two certified staff
members, seven paraprofessionals, two office support staff members, two administrators,
a guidance counselor, a nurse, four custodians, and four food service employees. The
certified teaching staff is comprised of 68% Blacks and32% are White. Using inclusion
and pullout models, one full time and one part-time resource teacher serve students who
have various learning disabilities in pre-kindergarten through fifth grade. In addition,
there are two speech-language therapists.
Hamilton Community: Stroman Elementary School
Hamilton community. The city of Hamilton has a population of 13, 964
residents. According to the city’s Chamber of Commerce’s 2000 data, the city’s racial
composition is 68% percent Blacks, 30% White, and 2% Latino/Asian. Single household
units comprise 59% percent of the city’s housing units with 33% percent manufactured
houses. The average wage per job was listed at $23,372. Seventy-seven percent of the
city’s adults hold high school diplomas with less than 9% completing less than the ninth
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grade. Sixteen percent of the city’s population reported that no vehicle was available for
their use. As of April 2008, the county’s unemployment rate was at approximately 8%.
Hamilton offers its residents many of the conveniences of urban areas. Residents
have access to a variety of stores: Reid’s, Bi-lo, Walmart, and K-mart. There are several
Dollar Generals and Family Dollars in the city. In addition, there is a mall, numerous
fast-food restaurants, and other restaurants for fine dining. The city has two post offices
and a large court house that serves as the central municipal for the entire county.
Residents have access to a movie cinema, skating rink, theater, and other venues for
entertainment. There are two major Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCU) in the area and one technical college. Many of the residents of the Hamilton
community work within the community.
Many of the residents who live in the immediate vicinity (a radius of three miles)
of Stroman Elementary School reside in apartment housing or mobile home parks; there
are a few residents who reside in single family homes. The median value of housing is
reported as $120,400. There is a neighborhood Boys and Girls Club within walking
distance for many of the students. Few, if any, noticeable toys are left in the residential
lots.
Stroman Elementary School. Stroman Elementary School is located in the city
of Hamilton, SC. Stroman Elementary School has 330 students ranging from 3-year old
children with developmental physical and mental delays to regular education fifth
graders. The student body consists of 68% Blacks, 23% White, and 9% percent Latino.
Sixty-eight percent of the students come from single parent families. The school has a
current free and reduced lunch rating of approximately 98%. Many of the students’
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families struggle to meet the basic needs of food, shelter, and clothing. The school’s 12%
percent special education population is composed of four district-level self-contained
classes. Seven percent of the students are served through the resource model in special
education with 22% receiving speech services.
The staff at Stroman Elementary is comprised of twenty-one certified staff
members, twelve paraprofessionals, two office support staff members, two
administrators, a guidance counselor, a nurse, three custodians, and four food service
employees. The certified teaching staff is comprised of 62% Blacks and 38% percent are
Whites. There is one full time and one part-time resource teacher who use inclusion and
pullout models to serve students with various learning disabilities in pre-kindergarten
through fifth grade. In addition, there is one speech-language therapist.
Contexts of the Study: Participants
Participants included families and teachers selected through purposive sampling
from the three communities in which the three schools were located. There were nine
family participants; three parents from each school. Teacher participants included
teachers from all of the elementary schools who completed the survey and eight teachers
selected from the three schools to complete the focus group interviews.
Family members. Family members are defined as mother, father, grandparents,
aunts, and uncles, or any adult who had major responsibility in the child’s educational life
and had association with one of the three school sites. The purpose of involving family
members as participants was to gain their perspectives about parental involvement and to
add their voices as they often go unheard in the scholarship of the schooling of Blacks.
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Using a purposive sampling technique (Merriam, 1988), nine Black families were
selected for the study. The following criteria were established for selection:
 Families were willing to have me conduct at least three in-depth interviews
over the course of the study.
 Families were willing to have me conduct at least five home visits.
 Families were willing to include me, when feasible, in family activities.
I paid careful attention to select a stratified sample of families for the study
(Moore, 2004) to capture the diversity of Black family structures (for example, married,
single, extended families, and socioeconomically diverse, educational level, age, etc.).
Table 3.2 provides details about the family members in the study. It includes the names,
marital status, educational level, employment status, number of children, and continued
participation in the study. There were three homes lead by grandparents; five single
parent homes (four lead by a mother and one lead by a father); and one home with a
mother and stepfather. The educational levels for the families in the study ranged from
high school dropouts to those parents with post graduate degrees. The number of children
for the families in the study ranged from one child to five children. Two families
dropped out of the study for various reasons. I asked one of the participants to
discontinue participation in the study, citing a conflict of interest, due to the fact that the
participant became employed at the school in which I worked. This participant, Ione,
was replaced by another participant, Coach. Paul, the other participant who discontinued,
was no longer able to participate as a result of relocating for employment reasons. Paul
also lost parental rights of his son. Paul was not replaced.
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Table 3.2 Family Participant Information
Name

Household
Status

Educational

Employment

Children

Remained
in Study

Mrs.
Maybel

Grandmom
and
Granddad

Both HS
Diplomas

Retired

1 girl

Yes

Nicole

Single Mom

HS Diploma

Disabled

2 girls

Yes

Marci

Mother and
Stepfather

Both Employed
full-time

2 girls

Yes

Tasha

Single Mom

Attending
Technical
College

Employed fulltime

1 boy

Mrs.
Elouise

Single
Grandmom

HS Dropout

Unemployed

1 boy

Yes

Ione

Single Mom

Masters

Employed

2 girls

No

Wendalls

Grandmom
and
Granddad

Granddad-GED
Grandmom-HS
diploma

Granddadretired
Grandmomfull-time

Jordan

Mom and
Dad

Mother—Ed.S
Stepfather-HS
diploma

Husband—1
year college
Wife-BA

1 girl

3 boys
2 girls

Both employed
full-time

2 boys
1 girl

Yes

Yes

Yes

Paul

Single Dad

HS Diploma

Employed

1 boy

No

Coach

Single Mom

HS Diploma

Employed

2 boys

Yes

Teachers. Teachers were selected from the eight elementary schools within the
district. I chose the elementary school level because I am more familiar with this
educational setting. I have worked at the elementary level for the last twenty years. In
addition, I am currently a principal of an elementary school and felt that findings from the
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study would be valuable to my current work. Teachers were selected for the study
specifically to discern their views about parent involvement (see details under Data
Methods). Their participation included completing a survey, and eight teachers were
selected to participate in focus group interviews. I used a free internet tool,
(www.surveymonkey.com), to survey all of the elementary teachers across the district in
which the study took place. One hundred sixty invitations were emailed using the
district’s mailing system. Of the 160 teachers who received the invitation, only one 148
actually read the email. Of that number, only 86 of the teachers or 58% actually
completed the survey. Of those who completed the survey, 66% were Black, 32% were
White, 1% was Latino/a, and 1% identified as other. Sixty-two percent of the responses
came from teachers who had 0-15 years teaching experience. The other 38% were from
teachers with over 15 years teaching experience.
There were eight teachers selected to participate in focus group interviews. To
select the teachers for the focus group interviews, I sent emails to all of the teachers (a
total of 73) who taught at the three schools used in the study (Fogle, Alston, and
Stroman) I received responses from only 12 teachers. Four of the 12 teachers who
expressed interest in participating in the focus group interviews had scheduling conflicts
and were not able to participate. There were a total of three focus group interviews with
an average of two or three teachers in each. Three teachers from Fogle participated—two
white female and one Black male. One Black female participated from Alston, and four
Black females participated from Stroman. The years of experience ranged from
induction with one year teaching experience to teachers who were post retirement with
more than twenty-eight years of teaching experience. The teachers’ current teaching
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position ranged from preschool to fourth grade. Table 3.3 provides information about the
teachers who participated in the study.
Table 3.3 Teacher Focused Group Participant Information
Name
Tracy
Jessica
Germaine
Marla
Drelin
Latasha
Gloria
Joi

Gender
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female

Race
White
White
Black
Black
Black
Black
Black
Black

Experience
23
6
8
13
10
8
33
1

Current Job Title
Third Grade Teacher
Kindergarten Teacher
Fourth Grade Teacher
Third Grade Teacher
First Grade Teacher
First Grade Teacher
Pre-Kindergarten Teacher
Kindergarten Teacher

Data Collection Procedures
Data collection involved collecting a series of three interviews with each family,
field notes from the five home visits with each family, survey data from 86 elementary
teachers, and focus interview data from eight elementary teachers. The interviews were
semi-structured in that I had an interview protocol to help guide my questions (See
Appendices C and D for protocol), but the participants were allowed free reign to share
whatever they felt was important. I followed their conversations and probed for clarity
when there were points in the conversation that became confusing. There was a specific
focus in each subsequent interview and a time to revisit questions that arose from
previous interviews. The study was organized into four phases. Table 3.4 details the
phases of the study.

68

Table 3.4 Timeline for the Study

Duration
3 Months
MayJuly

Phase I: Orientation and Overview
Focus
Methods
 Introduce Study
 Reflective Memos
 Contact Participants

 Interviews

 Rapport Building

 Consent Letters

 First Home Visit

 Survey Data

 Teacher Survey

8 Months
AugustApril

Phase II: Focused Exploration
 Begin Interviews
 Reflective Memos
 Begin analysis of interviews

 In-depth Interviews

 Continue Home Visits 2-4

 Audiotapes/Transcripts

 Begin initial member check

 Focused Group Interviews

 Focused Group Interviews
Phase III: Member Checking and Closure
1Months
May

 Continue Data analysis

 Reflective Memos

 Share data and interpretation

 Audiotapes
 Transcripts

with participants
 Exist Interviews
 Final Home Visits

Phase IV. Data Analysis and Writing Dissertation
June-

 Continue Data analysis

 Analyzed transcripts

 Begin Writing Dissertation

 Concept maps
 Coded data
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Phase I
During Phase I, I spent approximately three months introducing the research,
selecting participants, and conducting initial interviews. I also made the first home visits
to become acquainted with the families and to introduce myself to them. Phase I was
designed to gain a better understanding of the context of the communities under
investigation. I explained the purpose of the study, my role, and the participants’
responsibilities. I kept a research journal to record my reflective personal thoughts,
interpretations, and memos. This journal proved critical during the analysis phase as it
captured my evolving understanding throughout the process. It also captured critical
issues that I encountered and the decisions that resulted. During phase I, I also collected
and analyzed survey data from teachers.
Phase II
Phase II, which lasted approximately eight months, involved conducting
interviews with the participants and doing home visits. During this phase, I also gathered
focused group interview data from teachers who expressed interest and were selected to
participate in the study. I immediately transcribed the parent interviews and made a point
to not schedule any additional interviews until the transcriptions were completed. The
data was organized using a four block frame to help me keep track of the location of the
data on the audio recording, the data itself, my interpretation, and the code assigned. A
sample of the four block method I used is below in Table 3.5.
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Table 3.5 Four Block Frame for Data Organization and Analysis
Time
Interview
6m:17s L: My daughter Samantha’s mom.
Like I said she’s on the highway so
um she spends half time here and
half time home when she gets off the
road. If she is exhausted, she spends
most of the time home.
M: Um hum
L: But because Dashinique needs to
see her. You know…it relieves her
to know that her mom is okay.

My Interpretations
She stresses the word
needs. To me this
indicates that this is an
area that is causing some
stress in this family. How
is Dashinique handling
mom being on the road?
Does she understand? Is
there resentment?

Codes
HR
KC

I provided paper copies of the transcripts to each participant and asked him or her
to read it and inform me of its accuracy and whether there were things that needed
deleting. In each case, the parents received the previous transcription before we
scheduled the next home visit. In this way, I could speak with them about issues, if there
were any, with the transcripts. Although it was my plan to follow the same procedure to
transcribe the teacher data completely before scheduling another interview, this was not
the case for the first two interviews as only one day passed between the focus interview
with the Fogle and Stroman teachers. However, I immediately transcribed both
interviews before scheduling the third focus group interview. Paper copies of those
transcripts were also sent to teachers to confirm accuracy and to make corrections if
necessary. The transcripts were dated and kept in a three-ringed binder. I used Windows
Media to make audio tapes of the interviews, so that I could listen to the recordings
repeatedly on my commute to and from work. Listening to the data repeatedly, and later
reading and rereading the data, helped me to, first become familiar with the data and later
to identify patterns within the data.

71

Observational data or field notes were also recorded, dated, and kept in a threering binder. My post home visit process included making audio recordings of my
thoughts on the new questions that I wanted to explore, and points that needed clarifying.
Phase III
Although I verified my interpretations throughout the study, a more systematic
process was employed during Phase III, which lasted approximately two months.
Through the process of member checking, the participants read my notes and
interpretations to verify the credibility (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Whenever I
misinterpreted what the participants intended, they corrected me. For instance, I recall
when one of my participants told me that she did not allow her grandchildren to go to the
park which was across the street from her house. I interpreted her comment to mean that
the park was unsafe and riddled with crime. When this participant read my notes, she
was quick to correct me. She stated that it was not because of criminal activities in the
park, but the racist actions of her White neighbors. She did not want her grandchildren to
be exposed to “closed minded people”. I allowed my participants to review my
transcripts and interpretations throughout the process. We would discuss things that
needed to be changed. This was done until all misunderstandings were rectified. The
participants had the final word. Their feedback enabled me to explore new lines of
questioning during follow-up interviews and to probe deeper for more understanding of
different concepts. Also during this phase, I conducted final home visits.
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Phase IV
During Phase IV, I spent several months analyzing the resulting data, coding the
data, identifying patterns, constructing themes from those patterns, and writing the
dissertation.
Data Analysis
Preliminary data analysis occurred throughout the process of data collection.
Grbich (2009) wrote that preliminary analysis should be done “to highlight emerging
issues, to allow all relevant data to be identified and to provide directions for the seeking
of further data” (pg. 25). The process I used for preliminary analysis was somewhat
simplistic. I listened to, read, and reread the data several times. I wrote big ideas,
questions that needed clarity, and new questions to explore. I also made connections
across interviews.
After I concluded all of the in-depth interviews with the families and the teacher
focused group interviews, I began formal analysis of all of the transcripts. My advisor
assisted me with the initial coding of two interviews. This was helpful as it offered fresh
eyes as I engaged in the process. After this initial help, I continued the process alone. I
used the thematic analytic method (Marshall and Rossman, 2011), to read the interview
data repeatedly, focusing on words, phrases, and evidence to the research questions to
code the data. Table 3.6 lists codes assigned to the data. As an organizational technique,
each item was color coded to make patterns easily visible. Some of the codes were later
collapsed as there were no distinct or significant differences in the codes as originally
assigned. For instance, three patterns (No Home Visit, Learning from Home Visits, and
Home Visits) were collapsed to form one that was then titled Home Visit.
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Table 3.6 Coding Categories
Abbreviation
D
L/D
NS
WAB
PDC
DPI
NS
C/WAI
A
ELBS
DVF
OA
IK
CO
S/PS
CRI
NHV
LHV
HV
EBR
TEP
BAS
TIPI
SPT
P
HR
AA
DR
RI
PETS
PIA
C
SE
LP
KC

Meaning
Demographics
Likes/Dislikes
Networks of Support
Working against beliefs
Parent ‘s Desire for Children
Defining Parental Involvement
Networks of support
Consciousness/Working Against
Ideologies
Acceptance
Exposure to Literacy beyond school
Deficit view of families
Outside authority
Insider Knowledge
Community outsider
Social/Politics of schooling
Critical Race Issues
No Home Visit
Learning from home visits
Home visits
Effects of building relationships
Teacher Expectations for Parents
Belief about schools
Teacher initiated PI
Stories Parents Tell
Parenting
Household Reconfiguration
Academic Accomplishments
Defining Relationships
Race Incidents
Parent Expectations for
Teachers/schools
PI as Action
Communication
School Experiences
Literacy Practices
Kinship Care

The following process was used to develop categories and themes. Because I
knew that I wanted to use exact quotes from my participants to illustrate key findings, I
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cut excerpts from the data with the same colored codes and pasted each into new files. I
then printed those files on 3x5 index cards, so that I could repeatedly reread and
rearrange the data. The cards consisted of the actual quote, location, date recorded, and
the page number from the original transcript in order to link it back to the transcripts.
Using the index cards allowed me to read across participants’ responses with relative
ease. Figure 3.1provides one example of an index card. In this sample, the participant
referenced the benefits of developing relationships with families.

Figure 3.1 Sample Index Card for Data Analysis
Throughout this process, I was guided by the inquiry of what is this data telling
me. As I arranged and rearranged the data, I found it useful to develop conceptual maps
of the emerging categories and themes that I constructed. Conceptual mapping helped
me reduced my data into manageable units and made it easier for me to develop
overarching themes. Figures 3.2 and 3.3 provide examples of the parent and teacher
concept maps that were developed during analysis.
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Figure 3.2 Parent Concept Map

Figure 3.3 Teacher Concept Map
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After reading, rereading, and assigning codes to the data several times, the final
reading resulted in no new pattern or codes. Being satisfied with this, I then created an
organized framework. The framework entailed two broad heading: Parents’ Perspectives
on Parental Involvement and Teachers’ Perspectives on Parental Involvement. There
were four themes created using the perspectives of parents and three using the
perspectives of teachers. Within these themes, nearly all of the data fell nicely into place.
In presenting the data, I purposefully use a metaphor that depicts parental
involvement as a journey with many pathways and roadblocks. These are discussed in
more depth in chapter four.
Ethical Issues and Reciprocity
As with any research, ethical considerations are paramount. One key ethical issue
that I found necessary was establishing trust with the participants. In establishing trust, I
found that I had to extend the time in the field beyond what was originally planned. My
original plan was to conduct a 10 month study; however, it was necessary for me to
continue the study for an additional two months. Marshall and Rossman (2011) averred
that when conducting interviews, researchers must be sensitive to not disclose more than
the participants are comfortable with. They advise that narratives are co-constructed. To
ensure this, I conducted member checks throughout the process and allowed each
participant full disclosure to his or her transcripts when he or she requested this
information. I offered anonymity to protect the true identity of the participants;
pseudonyms were used. Participants read and signed informed consent letters (see
Appendix E). Interviews were held at agreed upon times and locations. The participants
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in this study were not subjected to any hurt, harm or danger. Participants terminated their
involvement at any time with no repercussions.
Soundness of Design: Trustworthiness and Credibility
Lincoln and Guba (1985) proposed several constructs (credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability) as important to the trustworthiness of qualitative
studies. Qualitative researchers achieve credibility of their research design by
appropriately identifying the participants and establishing the parameters and limitations
of their study (Marshall and Rossman, 2006). There are several limitations of my study
that have already been addressed in the design and methodology section. Marshall and
Rossman (2006) posited that interview data should be triangulated with other data
sources. To ensure that I have a thorough understanding of the participants and the
communities involved in the study, I triangulated the participant interviews with other
data—survey data and focused group conversations. I also strengthened the credibility of
my study through prolonged engagement in the research site. I was in the site from May,
2011, through June, 2012. Lincoln and Guba (1985) posit that member checking is
critical to credibility. Member checks were done throughout the process and more
specifically during phase III of the study. I conducted member checks to ensure that my
interpretation of the data was reflective of the participants intended meaning. All
discrepancies were rectified and new questions were explored.
Transferability
A second construct that Lincoln and Guba (1985) asserted is that of
transferability, or the usefulness of findings over contexts and time. This construct is
often problematic in that research sites are context specific. Marshall and Rossman
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(2006) advised researchers to align data collection and analysis with their conceptual
framework to increase transferability. It is not my intent to use the findings to make
broad generalizations about research contexts that are different from that under
investigation; it is my intent that the findings will add to existing literature and depict a
more comprehensive understanding about the roles that African American parents take in
their children’s education.
Dependability
A third construct is dependability. Qualitative researchers understand that the
social world in never static; therefore, dependability for these researchers refers to the
ways in which the researcher accounts for changes in the design as prompted by changes
in the research setting. I recorded changes in my research design in my researcher’s
notebook and the resulting decisions that were made. I describe those changes in the
section titled Critical Issues: Revising the Design.
Confirmability
A final construct is confirmability, in which the researcher asks whether the
findings can be confirmed by others. They also link conformability to the data trail. In
order to ensure this, I worked closely with the chair of my doctoral committee, Dr. Amy
Donnelly, as I engaged in this process. We made a schedule to check in weekly. At
times, we analyzed data and developed new questions to pose. In addition, I worked
closely with my mentor from the National Council of Teacher of English, Cultivating
New Voices Program, Dr. Jerome Morris. He provided critical insight and feedback
throughout the process and offered suggestions for further readings. Other members of
my dissertation committee also provided invaluable feedback throughout this process,
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namely, Dr. Susi Long. We met periodically to analyze and interpret data. In addition to
receiving Drs. Donnelly, Long, and Morris’ feedback, I also solicited feedback from
other Cultivating New Voices Among Minority Scholars Fellowship 2010-2012 cohort
members. Through an internet social media platform, Google Plus, we discussed aspects
of the study. Further, I presented preliminary findings during conferences such as the
2010 National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) Annual Convention in Orlando,
Florida, and again during the Cultivating New Voices Spring meeting in Chicago,
Illinois. I also presented at National Council of Teachers of English Assembly of
Research Conference in Alabama. Other techniques I used to insure confirmability
included systematic logs of my decision making in my researcher’s journal to document
data and analysis decisions. Data was also triangulated to help ensure confirmability.
Member checking
To ensure that my interpretations were as accurate as possible, I engaged in the
process of member checking throughout data collection. In most cases, after I conducted
an interview, I transcribed the data immediately prior to conducting another. My
transcriptions were recorded using a four block frame (see an example on page 68). The
first frame was for the time recording. The second frame was for the transcript. The third
was for interpretations, questions and wonderings that I might have, and the fourth frame
was for the codes that I would later assign. Whenever I had a question or needed clarity
about what was said, I made a note of that in the interpretation column of my
transcription. I would then check with family members to clarify any misunderstanding
or dig a little deeper into topics that needed explicit examples to help me better
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understand what was said. In addition, participants were allowed access to their
transcripts upon request.
Critical Issues: Revising the Design
There were several critical issues that arose during this study. This section details
those issues and documents the decisions that resulted. One month after completing the
initial interview with one of the parents, that parent, Ione, was gainfully employed as one
of the teachers at the school in which I am an administrator. Because I felt that further
participation in the study would be biased, I discussed it with the parent, and we
terminated continued involvement in the study. We agreed however, that data from the
initial interview would still be analyzed and used in the study. This parent was replaced.
A second issue that arose during the study was that one of the participants
relocated to a different state. This parent, a father with sole custody of his son, relocated
because of employment obligations. As a result, I actively sought to replace him with
another single parent household being led by a father. This proved difficult, however.
Another issue had to do with rapport. Because many of the families were
unfamiliar with me personally and were concerned about me being a principal, I had to
spend a great deal of time building rapport. This resulted in me extending the amount of
time in the field beyond what was the originally planned.
A final issue became evident after analyzing the survey data from teachers. I
found that the data was laden with teacher rhetoric and lacked specific examples to
illustrate salient findings. As a result, members of my committee and I decided that
gathering data from focused group interviews was necessary as this would offer specific
examples to substantiate findings.
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Defining Themes
Two themes: Parental Involvement as Relationships and Parental Involvement as
Communication were constructed from the analysis of the teacher data. Three themes:
Parental Involvement as Relationships, Parental Involvement as Communication, and
Parental Involvement as Networks of Support were constructed from the parent data.
The first two themes were common among the parent and teacher data sets. What is
unique, however, is the meaning that each group assigned to the theme. The third theme,
Parental Involvement as Networks of Support, was only constructed from the parent data.
Families felt that parental involvement was not an individual action enacted by one
family member, but it was coordinated efforts enacted by a number of family and
nonfamily members to support the family unit as a whole.
Relationship
Relationship was a theme that was common in parent and teacher data. I use the
term relationship to mean the ties and obligations that exist between two or more people
or organizations. In discussing relationships, teachers identified several elements that
were essential. Teachers said the following were important: trust, reciprocity, rapport,
reputation, genuine concern, honesty, time, support, and respect. The elements that
parents shared were similar as well. Parents too expected trust, support, honesty, and
respect; however, equally important to parents however, were the notions of acceptance
and being nonjudgmental.
Communication
The theme of communication was also common among both parent and teacher
data sets. I define communication as the manner, mode, and process in which people
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impart or exchange their thoughts or information with each other. Teachers identified
several elements that were important to consider when communicating with parents. The
following list details those elements:


Teachers felt that there should be two-way communication;



They felt that the communication should be used to inform parents of the school’s
expectations;



The communication should be respectful and positive;



They also felt that many modes—phone calls, in person, letters, notes, emails,
etc… should be used and communication should happen in a timely fashion.

They also noted barriers that prevent communication.
Parents also discussed elements of communication that were essential:


Parents felt that teachers should value their opinions and listen to them;



Parents wanted teachers to get to know them on a personal level;



In addition, parents wanted teachers to know that they are available;



They wanted teachers to help them better understand how to help their children;



Finally, parents wanted regular opportunities to discuss more topics with teachers
than just their child’s misbehavior.

Family Support
A final theme that was only evidenced in the parent data was Family Support.
Families talked about the ways that they supported each other. By family support, I
mean the ways that families serve as a foundation for the well-being of the entire family
unit. It is the ways that families bear the responsibilities of taking care of all involved.
The parent data revealed that parents supported each other in the following ways:
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Families form networks for the safety of their children through kinship care;



Families advocated for their children and worked against ideologies that often
positioned Black families negatively;



Finally, families reconfigured their households to support each other.
Summary of Chapter Three
This chapter provided the readers detailed information about the methodology,

data collection, and data analysis, as well as decisions that resulted from critical incidents
that occurred during the processes. Further the chapter provided the definitions of each
theme and revealed how teachers and parents defined those themes. The next chapter
will provide insight into the findings of my dissertation study.
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CHAPTER FOUR
DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS
Researchers, (Jordan, et al., 2001; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; and Clark, 2002),
have long established the importance and benefits of parents being involved in their
child’s education. This is not a new phenomenon. In this study, I sought to explore the
ways that nine Black families demonstrate involvement in their children’s schooling—
ways that often go unnoticed or are not legitimized within the school setting. Black
families often demonstrate ways of being involved that are not valued or accepted as
standard practices by classroom teachers, particularly teachers from socioeconomic and
racial backgrounds different from their students. By looking closely, over one year, at
these nine Black families’ involvement in their children’s education and teachers’, both
Black and white, interactions with Black families, I worked to uncover explanations to
the following questions:
In what ways do nine Black families in the rural South describe involvement in
their children’s literacy education?
What are those Black parents’ perceptions of how schools relate to them and how
teachers interact with them with regard to the issue of parental involvement?
What are teachers’ perceptions of Black parents’ involvement in their children’s
literacy education? What are their perceptions of their interactions with Black
parents?
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As detailed in Chapter 3, I used the thematic analytic method (Marshall and
Rossman, 2011), to create categories based on patterns that were identified from the data
collected in this study. There were two data sets generated—1) data about parents’ roles
and perceptions of their involvement in their children’s literacy lives and 2) data about
teachers’ perceptions of Black parents’ parental involvement in their children’s literacy
lives. The parent data set consisted of transcripts from in-depth interviews and field
notes taken during five home visits with each of the eight families in the study.
Originally, there were nine families in the study, however, one father discontinued
participation before the study concluded. He was not replaced. One mother was asked to
discontinue due to a conflict of interest; this parent was replaced. The teacher data set
consisted of the survey results and transcripts from three focus group interviews—one
focus group interview from each of the three schools used in the study. The focus groups
consisted of two to three teachers.
This chapter is organized into three sections. Each section details one of the
themes constructed from the data in the study: (a) Parental Involvement as Relationships,
(b) Parental Involvement as Communication, and (c) Parental Involvement as Networks
of Support. Table 4.1 summarizes those themes.
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Table 4.1 Themes from Parent and Teacher Data Sets
Themes from Parent Data Set
Parental Involvement as Relationships

Themes from Teacher Data Set
1. Parental Involvement as Relationships

2. Parental Involvement as Communication 2. Parental Involvement as Communication
3. Parental Involvement as Networks of
Support

The first two themes were common among both teacher and parent groups. The
third theme, Parental Involvement as Networks of Support, was only evident in the parent
data set in this study. It is important to note however, that these themes are not unique
only to this study, as other researchers (Allen, 2007; Henderson, Mapp, Johnson, &
Davies, 2007; Allen, 2010) have also documented the importance of building
relationships with parents, communicating with parents and offering parents ways to
assist their children in and out of schools. Nevertheless what is compelling in these data
are the ways that these families talk about the themes in contrast to the ways that the
teachers described the themes. Data excerpts will be used to demonstrate these
contrasting perspectives for the readers. The other compelling finding in these data is
that the parents in this study discussed ways that they support their children through
immediate and extended networks. Extended ways parents supported their children’s
academic life were not evident in the teacher data as teachers seemed unaware of the
ways parents supported children’s academic success outside the standard ways teachers
designed for parents to involve themselves in their children’s school lives.
Because of the differences in how the themes are operationalized by parents and
teachers, one begins to wonder what can be done to bridge or form connections between
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what parents do and expect with what teachers do and expect. As such, this chapter is
written using a metaphor of a journey into understanding parental involvement that has
many pathways and roadblocks. Data is used to discuss the pathways or the many paths
that parents and teachers may take in regards to the themes and to highlight the many
obstacles or roadblocks that of impede these paths.
In Section I, the reader will discover the essential elements that parents and
teachers felt were important in building effective relationships with each other. Parents
wanted relationships that were mutually respectful and nonjudgmental. Teachers felt that
mutual respect, trust, and personal regards were necessary to establishing effective
relationships with parents. The reader will also discover the roadblocks that parents and
teachers must circumvent as they form effective relationships. In Section II, the readers
will discover the many ways that parents and teachers build relationships through
communication. Both groups use a variety of modes to communicate, communicate for
specific purposes, and have specific desired expectations of the other. Despite that,
roadblocks hindered effective communication. In Section III the reader will begin to
understand the ways that parents use the immediate and extended networks to support
their children. In addition, the reader will uncover the ways that families work against
ideologies often associated with Black families. The chapter closes with a summary of
the key findings.
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Parental Involvement as Relationships
A theme, Parental Involvement as Relationships, is common to both teacher and
parent data. Relationships are one pathway both teachers and parents acknowledged as
important to children’s academic achievement. The nature of the relationships that
parents and teachers form is critical in determining how parents and teachers work
together to benefit the children they share. In other words, when relationships are formed
with families that acknowledge their cultural diversity, allow families to maintain their
dignity, and are warm and trusting, then children appear to achieve in school. Others
have documented this as well. For instance, in their book titled Beyond the Bake Sale:
the Essential Guide to Family-School Partnership, Henderson, Mapp, Johnson, and
Davies (2007) document the importance of developing relationships with parents. They
write, “When school staff construct caring and trustful relationships with parents, treating
parents as partners in their children’s education, parents are far more likely to become
involved—and stay involved” (Henderson, et al., 2007, page 47).
Data revealed that developing trusting, respectful relationships was important to
both parents and teachers in this study. However, parents and teachers offered different
perspectives about what those relationships entailed. For parents, the essential elements
necessary in trusting, respectful relationships with teachers included (a) mutual respect,
and (b) nonjudgmental beliefs about parents on the part of the teachers. Teachers also
identified essential elements they considered necessary in establishing trusting, respectful
relationships with parents. Teachers required: (a) mutual respect, (b) reliability, and (c)
personal regard. A definition of each category was provided in chapter three. Table 4.2,
offers a summary of the categories in the parent and teacher data on relationships.
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Table 4.2 Categories within the Theme: Parental Involvement as Relationships Parent
and Teacher Data Sets
Parent Categories

Teacher Categories

1. Mutual Respect

1. Mutual Respect

2. Nonjudgmental

2. Reliability
3. Personal Regard

Pathways for Developing Relationships Visible in Parent Data
Parental Involvement as Relationships was a principal theme in the parent data
set. There were twenty-two patterns in the parent data set in which parents referenced
essential components in the kind of relationships that they wanted with teachers and
administrators in their children’s schools. Those patterns were sorted into two
categories. One of the categories was titled mutual respect, meaning parents wanted
teachers to acknowledge the contributions they made in their children’s lives, and they
felt it was important that parents and teachers honored the opinions of and listened to
each other. Mutual respect meant that there was reciprocity or a give and take. The other
category was titled nonjudgmental. Parents wanted teachers to be nonjudgmental of
them, meaning parents wanted teachers to be open-minded and not form rushed opinions
based on presumptions. Parents wanted teachers to acknowledge their dignity. Sixtyfour percent of the patterns were categorized as mutual respect, and 35% of the patterns
were categorized as nonjudgmental. Figure 4.1 summarizes the percentages of each of
the categories as they occurred in the parent data within the theme. The data is presented
as a graph to make visibility of the data easier for the readers to understand.
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36%
Mutual Respect
64%

Nonjudgemental

Figure 4.1 Parental Involvement as Relationship: Parent Perspectives
The data shared in the sections that follow emerged from my analysis across the
data sources—the in depth interviews and the home visits with families. In selecting data
excerpts, I was cognizant to only choose a few of the most salient examples (two or
three) to best describe each category under discussion. The categories that were
constructed from the patterns provide evidence to the nature and extent of what parents
look for in relationships with teachers.
Parent Category 1: Mutual Respect
Being treated respectfully and with integrity was important to the parents in this
study. Parents wanted to know that they and their children mattered to their teachers.
From talking with the parents in the study, it became obvious that respect was a
nonnegotiable. When parents felt they were treated respectfully and seen as part of the
instructional team that had direct impact in the instructional decisions as it related to their
children, parents were more inclined to work with their child’s teachers and become
involved in ways that were feasible to the parents. Parents wanted teachers to honor their
opinions, work with them, and listen to them to resolve problems. One parent recalls an
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incident in which her daughter was misbehaving in school. The parent shared that the
child’s teacher would call quite often about misbehavior or incidents in which the child
was disruptive. The parent became so overwhelmed with the barrage of calls that she
contemplated transferring her child to a different school. However, before doing so, the
parent asked for a conference with the administrators and teacher. According to the
parent, the outcome from the conference was satisfactory. The parent’s decision was
documented in the following excerpt.
Michele:

And you said you felt really good about this school year?

Ione:

Yes, ma’am… I was going to have her moved to Bedford
[another elementary school in the district] because it’s closer and
with everything that happened, but I loved how when I went to
the administration and teachers with questions they were open
to any suggestions that I had or any concerns, and we would
resolve the problem (Ione, June 8, 2011, pages 6-7).

This parent felt honored and respected and instead of transferring her child to a
different school in closer proximity, she decided to allow the child to remain at this
school. This decision resulted from her feeling that the administration and teachers at her
child’s school listened to her and valued her opinion. This parent goes on to say that she
felt that she mattered; she felt that she was an important part of the team in making
decisions about her child’s academic future. This parent was able to work with the
administration and teachers to mutually agree on a plan of action.
Unfortunately, parents also provided examples of times when they felt that the
teacher did not honor them or their children. When the families felt that they were
looked down upon or belittled, they often disengaged from the school and were resentful
of the teachers and administrators. One grandparent shared her first impressions of her
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granddaughter’s social studies teacher. She recalls meeting the teacher at the beginning
of the school year. The following excerpt details the exchange:
Maybel:

Her social studies teacher let them [the students] know right off the
bat that she wasn’t a nice person and that she was a hard
grader.

Michele:

How do you feel about that?

Maybel:

I didn’t like it at all. I didn’t like it at all so I prayed about it.

Michele:

Tell me why you didn’t like it.

Maybel:

So that means you put nothing into learning their personalities,
nothing into understanding where the child comes from, what
their background is. You know what I mean?

Michele:

Um hum.

Maybel:

You need a little bit of their home situation before you can
judge (Maybel, January 25, 2012, page 1).

Although this teacher was simply establishing the protocol for how her class
would operate, this grandparent walked away feeling as if there were roadblocks already
in place that would prevent a mutually respectful relationship. From her comments, this
grandmother felt that it was important for teachers to get to know the children. This
grandparent felt that knowing children and their families was an important precursor to
building relationships that were essential to teaching them. Parents wanted teachers to
respect them and their children, but parents also acknowledged that they and their
children also had to respect the teachers. Data revealed respectful behavior toward
teachers was something that parents required of their children.
Have respect for the teacher. Respect for the teacher meant that the children
revered and held the teacher in high esteem as demonstrated through their behavior and
demeanor. Parents shared that they often told their children to respect their teachers.
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They warned their children that going to school and listening to their teachers was the
expectation. Anything less would not be tolerated. One data sample, in the pattern,
“have respect for the teacher” illustrates the importance of revering teachers. One
grandfather told of the time when he went back to school to complete his General
Equivalency Degree (GED) after dropping out of school to help his mother, a recent
widow, support the family. He attended night school and was much older than his
classmates at the time. He recalled that his classmates were disrespectful to the teachers
as demonstrated through their actions and comments. The students made smart remarks
and talked back to the teachers in demeaning ways. This grandfather commented, “I was
surprise to see the disrespect...Cause when I leave school, we had respect… That’s
why I be on these kids right now today. How important that respect mean”
(Wendalls, July 7, 2011, pages 7-8). He was appalled at his classmates for being
disrespectful to the teacher. To this grandfather, the teacher’s position entitled her to the
respect of her students; insomuch as, this grandfather is cognizant to remind his
grandchildren daily to respect their teachers. He shared that prior to dropping them off at
school he often reminded his five grandchildren that he expects them to be respectful of
the teacher. This is accomplished, according to him, by listening more and talking less.
He shared that he always tells his grandchildren, “Keep your mouth shut and your ears
open” (Wendalls, July7, 2011, page, 31). He wants them to know that if they do this,
then they will stay out of trouble and learn all that is required of them. Mutual respect
was necessary. Others in the study spoke of this as well.
Have respect for parents and students. This pattern refers to the reciprocity
that parents expected in terms of respect. From talking with the parents in this study, it
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became evident that respect was not one-sided, meaning that it is something that should
be shown to everyone involved: teachers, parents, and students. Parents felt that they and
their children had to respect the teacher. They also expected respect in return. Parents
felt that it was important for teachers to know them as individuals. This would prevent
teachers from making assumptions about parents that were not true. One grandparent
shared, “Show them [teachers] you are not who they think you are, so that your child
will be respected. It’s about respect. Children deserve respect, and parents deserve
respect. Okay. It’s not a one sided thing” (Mrs. Maybel, June 8, 2011, page 47). This
grandparent made the point that teachers sometimes make assumptions about families
that influence how they interact with the children and their families. She warned that
those assumptions are limited, limiting, and at times wrong, meaning that the
assumptions were incomplete, did not fully acknowledge a parent’s true potential, and
were incorrect. She fears that a teacher operating on preconceived notions about a child
or his family may treat them poorly. This grandparent went on to explain that respect is
not one-sided but something that goes both ways, meaning parents and children should
respect the teachers, and teachers should respect the parents and children. She further
explained, “Treat me like you would want me to treat you” (Mrs. Maybel, June 8,
2011, page 47). According to the parents in this study, respect was the common ground
upon which relationships should be formed. In terms of respect, parents posited that each
party was equally deserving of it.
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Parent Category 2: Nonjudgmental
In order to develop relationships in which parents were respected, parents
commented that it was imperative that teachers not judge them. They often spoke of
times when they felt that teachers grouped them into categories based on preconceived
notions that were invalid. This was particularly true when teachers were of different
racial or socioeconomic groups than the children they taught. Parents wanted teachers to
get to know them as individuals and not simply know about them, as a generalized group.
This “knowing” begins, according to parents, by listening to them. Parents did not want
teachers to view them as inferior or strip them of their dignity. In other words, parents
wanted to maintain their pride and humanity. When this did not occur, ill feelings
resulted. Data in the pattern “do not assume” illuminate this point.
Do not assume anything about me. This pattern, “do not assume anything about
me” warns against the fallacies of making presumptuous conclusions about parents and
their children, assumptions void of the knowledge of who they really are. Several of the
parents in the study shared that they felt inferior when teachers and administrators
assumed things about them that were not true. Parents felt that certain assumptions
perpetuated negative stereotypical views about Blacks. For instance, one parent shared
that she felt “some type of way” (Ione, June 8, 2011, page 8) when one of the white
administrator’s at the school that her child attended, made comments and stared at her in
a manner that made her feel as if the administrator was suggesting that she was another
Black woman without a job. She recalled a morning when she was a few minutes late in
bringing her child to school. She attempted to take her child to the cafeteria for
breakfast. The administrator told her that breakfast was closed, and she could run up the
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street to get the child breakfast, since she had nothing else to do. The following data
excerpt of this parent’s response highlights the pattern, “do not assume anything about
me”:
Ione:

I was like, “I got to go to work.” You know I am not that parent
who just sits home all day. [laughter] I was like how do you just
automatically assume that I don’t have somewhere to be also. So
I was kind of like, “wow!” That kind of threw me for a loop. I
mean I come in here every day dressed up…I was like just
automatically assume that I am going back home to relax for the
rest of the day, and I am dressed like this. I am like, “okay”.

Michele:

And how did you feel about that?

Ione:

At first it made me feel some type of way. But after a while I was
like maybe they didn’t know, cause it was still kind of like the
beginning of the year.

Michele:

So do you think that getting to know families is important?

Ione:

Yes… don’t just automatically assume that you know what a
parent does.

Michele:

Okay and why would you say that?

Ione:

Well, cause all kids don’t come from the same place. (Ione,
June 8, 2011, page 8).

This parent shared that it is important to get to know parents and their children.
This made it less likely that teachers and administrators will assume things about parents
that are not true. Assumptions can greatly influence the types of relationships that are
developed with parents, meaning relationships that are built on mutual respect or on the
other hand, relationships that have a hierarchy based on positions. Although this parent
felt that her self-worth was being questioned, she was willing to give the administrator
the benefit of the doubt being that it was the beginning of the year and the administrator
did not know her well. Despite that, this parent holds on to that memory.
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Others adults in the study also shared their views about teachers making
assumptions about their children and their families when teachers have limited
knowledge about who the families really are. One grandmother shared the following.
Mrs. Maybel warned:
We have to talk to these teachers. We have to get them to see the picture as it
is and not what they think it is. Yes, because they will draw their own
conclusions, and they’ll treat your kids according to what their conclusion is,
and that is sometimes totally different (Mrs. Maybel, June 9, 2011, page 47).
This grandparent was concerned that assumptions can cause teachers to treat
children differently. She wanted teachers to see the picture as it is, meaning that she
wanted teachers to get to know her personally and not make assumptions based on what
they perceive, because those perceptions may be incorrect. She was also concerned that
if teachers have low expectations of children and their families, then teachers may not set
high goals for that child or work in ways that challenge the child to achieve.
Get to know me. A pattern in the study, “get to know me” refers to the
importance of learning who parents are in and out of schools. In other words, parents
expected teachers to find out things about them that went below the surface and beyond
the school walls. They wanted teachers to understand their likes and dislikes, their goals
and desires, and their concerns and fears for their children. As the grandparent in the
above excerpts suggests, it is important for teachers to get to know the families and their
children. Misperceptions that teachers may hold about families are dispelled when
teachers become acquainted with families as people. Getting to know families can also
shed insight into questions and concerns that teachers may have about the children and
their families. One parent commented that it was important for teachers to conduct home
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visits as this may shed insight into a child’s behavior. The following excerpt documents
this:
Michele:

What else can schools do to get to know parents better?

Ione:

Home visits...Cause if you do that, you might find out what is
the hindrance of why they’re [pause] why they might be
sleeping when they get to school or why they might need a little
bit more to eat (Ione, June 8, 2011, page 13).

This parent expressed the importance of teachers learning about families outside
of schools on their turfs. Home visits, as she mentioned, and as will be discussed in the
Parents Involvement as Communication section of this paper, is an often unutilized
potential mode of communication for teachers to learn about families. Being that it is not
utilized; teachers tend not to learn about families outside of the school settings. As a
result, teachers do not capitalize on the rich resources that parents, children’s first
teachers, afford.
Pathways for Developing Relationships Visible in Teacher Data
Parental Involvement as Relationships was a central theme also documented in
the teacher data in this study. I labeled 44 patterns in the teacher data set in which
teachers referenced essential components needed in relationships or made references to
what they wanted in a relationship from families. Within this theme, clear categories
were constructed, because multiple patterns appeared in the data regarding the ways that
teachers formed relationships with parents. There were three key categories constructed:
(a) Relationships were based on mutual respect, meaning teachers posited that they
recognize the important roles that parents have in their children’s lives, and teachers were
mutually supportive of, and work with, parents on one accord to help their children
achieve; (b) Relationships were based on reliability, meaning that teachers were
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trustworthy and consistent; and (c) Relationships were based on the teacher’s personal
regard for the child, meaning teachers took actions beyond what the job required to help
children achieve, and teachers were emotionally concerned for the children as if the
children were biologically theirs.
Of the 44 patterns in the teacher data labeled as relationships, 38% were
categorized as mutual respect; 39% were categorized as reliability; and 23% percent were
categorized as personal regard. Figure 4.2 summarizes the percentages of each of the
categories as they occurred in the teacher data within this theme.

23%
38%

Mutual Respect

Reliability

39%

Personal Regard

Figure 4.2 Parental Involvement as Relationship: Teachers’ Perspectives
Teacher Category 1: Mutual Respect
One of the categories constructed from the teacher data set within the theme of
Parental Involvement as Relationships was mutual respect, or respect that is reciprocated
by all parties. Teachers believed that mutual respect was important in the relationships
that they formed with parents. In establishing relationships, three patterns illuminated
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teachers’ comments: (a) they had to form bonds with parents; (b) they needed to be on
one accord with the parents; and (c) they needed the parents. These elements are
discussed below.
Form lasting bonds with families. In terms of this pattern, bonds refer to the
connections that teachers and families form. When asked to define relationships, teachers
offered a variety of metaphors to capture the essence of all that was involved in
developing mutually respectful relationships. Mutually respectful relationships honored
the contributions that parents made in their children’s lives. Some shared that
relationships were partnerships (Fogle Focus Group Interview, April 18, 2012, page 3)
or bonds (Alston Focus Group Interview, May 24, 2012, page 2) or interactions
(Stroman Focus Group Interview, April 19, 2012, page 2) formed for the benefit of the
children involved. One teacher in particular shared, “It’s like a rope. It goes around and
around. Each part of the rope or the strands work together to hold the rope or to
make the rope strong. That’s how I would define a relationship” (Alston Focus
Group Interview, May 24, 2012, page 3). Later in the conversation when asked what
made up the strands in the rope, this teacher offered an inclusive model of “teachers,
parents, and the school, and the administrators, and you have your community.
Then you have the family and all of that. We all have an important role” (Alston
Focus Group Interview, May 24, 2012, page 3). This teacher affirmed that each strand of
the rope works together to make the rope stronger. The rope is not easily broken when
teachers, administrators, families, and the community have a mutually agreed upon
goal—the child’s academic achievement. From the research of others, we know that
children tend to achieve academically when schools, communities, and families work
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together (Henderson, et al., 2007). This “working together” or “being on one accord”
helped children to achieve. This pattern is also discussed in this study.
Be on one accord with families. When developing relationships, it was also
important for the parents and the teachers to be on one accord, meaning that they must be
in agreement as to how to support the child. The following data examples highlight the
importance of teachers and parents working together in a positive manner as this will
benefit the child. This teacher shared, “When the children see their parents and
guardians working together with their teacher in a positive manner, they realize that
everyone is on one accord, and it may give them a boost to excel in their academics”
(Survey Data October 2010, page 14). These mutually respectful relationships were
developed so that the children could benefit. When parents and teachers were on one
accord, the children received messages about the importance of education. The children
were getting the same message from their parents and teachers that education is
important, and it is up to the children to do well. Other teachers in the study also iterated
the importance of parents and teachers working together. Take for instance the next data
sample. A teacher commented, “It is important to let students know that parents and
teachers are working together. This will help students learn the importance of
education” (Survey Data, October 2010, page 9). This comment illustrates that it is
important to explicitly inform children that the parents and teachers are working together.
This helps children begin to understand that there is a shared vision in which everyone
sees what their responsibilities are in accomplishing it. Also in this pattern, “being on one
accord”, teachers commented that they too benefited when parents and teachers worked
together. The next excerpt illuminates this. A teacher shared that when teachers and the
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parents present a united front that they [teachers] can accomplish more in the
classroom (Survey Data, October 2010, page 13). Being on one accord with parents was
beneficial to all involved. By accomplishing more, this teacher refers to the fact that if
she has fewer behavior issues, she can focus more on the academic needs that the
children in her class present. These teachers acknowledge that they cannot teach alone.
They need parents to help.
Teachers need families. Mutual respect begins with the recognition that both
parties (teachers and parents) have a shared responsibility in ensuring that the child does
well. Also essential was the knowledge that each party needed the other. In discussing
some of the outcomes that teachers expected from developing relationships with parents,
one teacher shared the following:
Michele:

What are some of the outcomes that you expect from these
relationships?

Jeremy:

It [developing relationships] is the best thing for the child, and at
the end of the day, that is what it boils down to. I mean you
develop the relationships with the parents because you are
going to need them to make sure that child is successful, and the
more participation you can get from them, the more chance of
success that child is going to have. And that is essential!
(Fogle Focus Group Interview, April 18, 2012, page. 7)

This teacher feels that developing relationships with parents is in the best interest
of the child. The teacher is cognizant that these relationships become catalysts that spur
parents to continually involve themselves in their children’s schooling. The teachers in
the study affirmed that the needs of the child are the basis for establishing mutually
respectful relationships in which each party understands the important role that the other
has, works on one accord, and are mutually supportive.
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Teacher Category 2: Reliability
Another category constructed using patterns found in the teacher data set within
the theme of Parental Involvement as Relationships was reliability. In developing
relationships with parents, the teachers in the study voiced that they had to be reliable,
meaning they had to demonstrate trustworthiness so that parents were assured that the
teachers would do what was necessary to help the children achieve. Teachers also
commented that they had to be consistent, meaning that parents had to be able to depend
on them from one day to the next. Their behavior had to be predictable. When a problem
arose, teachers felt that parents needed to be able to predict, based on prior experiences
with the teacher, how the teacher would handle the new situation. This was regardless of
who the child was. Consistency and trustworthiness were essential in validating to the
parents that the teachers were reliable.
Parents must trust teachers. Bryk and Schneider (2003) shared, “Social trust
among teachers, parents, and school leaders improves much of the routine work of
schools and is a key resource for reform” (pg. 40). In referring to social trust, these
researchers explained that this type of trust is not simply the kind in which everyone feels
good. This type of trust means that when difficult situations arise, each person is assured
that he or she will be validated and heard and the decisions that are made will be
representative of all involved. Trust in relationships was a key pattern discussed in this
study. The teachers commented that trust was an essential aspect in developing mutually
respectful relationships with parents. They felt that trust was developed over time
through consistent actions, positive rapport, and by others speaking highly of their
reputation.
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In most cases, trusting relationship were not developed instantaneously, but
established over time. Several teachers recognized the importance of establishing
trusting relationships with families long before their child became a student in the
teacher’s class. One teacher remarked:
We need to establish some of the relationships and trust before they get to our
class…You can start developing that relationship before the child actually gets
into your room. You can establish some rapport with a parent before they
come to your grade. That will help build that trust beforehand (Fogle Focus
Group Interview, April 18, 2012, pages 4-5).
This teacher, Jeremy, expressed that building relationships with parents did not
begin the day that the child became his student, but in the years leading up to that. He
conveyed that building rapport with the parents and students was important, and the
parents and students could get to know his reputation and the type of teacher he was. He
took advantage of opportunities to talk to families at school events and when he saw them
in the community. Doing these things, he believed, would help parents and students
begin to become familiar with him as a teacher, but more importantly, as a person. It
would also afford him opportunities to learn things about the families.
Other teachers commented that trust comes from what parents hear about their
reputations from other parents. Tracy iterated this when she commented, “I think they
[parents] hear from other families that you’ve worked with in the past about your
reputation, and I think that speaks volumes for what kind of teacher you are. [They
want to know] can I trust my child with this person?” (Fogle Focus Group Interview,
April 18, 2012, page 3). Tracy realized that parents talk to each other about their
children’s teachers. A teacher who demonstrated to parents in the past that she does a
good job of educating children, is firm and fair, and has the children’s best interests at
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heart is highly regarded by parents. Parents tend to want their children in that teacher’s
class, even making requests to the administration that their children be placed in that
teacher’s class. This word of mouth assurance about a teacher’s reputation can come
from other families as well as from the students themselves.
Other teachers voiced that parents formed trusting relationships with them as a
result of the messages that children conveyed to their parents. For instance, Drelin
commented, “Trust comes from the child. Like if the child goes home and has all of
these great things to say about their teacher, then the parent knows well this person
has stepped out of their shell to help my child” (Stroman Focus Group Interview, April
19, 2012, page 8). When children share positive information about a teacher’s reputation
as demonstrated through the teacher’s actions with their parents, the parent tend to
believe that the teacher has vested interest in the child, and the parents are more inclined
to work collaboratively with the teacher. It was important for teachers to be consistent to
send a clear message to parents that they can be trusted. This pattern is discussed below.
Teachers must be consistent. Within this pattern, teachers felt that they had to
prove to parents that they would do exactly what they told parents that they would do.
Teachers felt that their actions offered families proof that they were trustworthy and
would follow through with what they said. Jessica shared the following:
As far as showing trust and building trust, I agree that past
relationships speak a lot because I have parents that say, “I want my kid
in your class, because I saw what you did with this child. And then
proving to them that you do. When you say that I am going to do this
with your child to try to improve this area, and you show them that
you’ve done that and give them tangible proof (Fogle Focus Group
Interview, April 18, 2012, page 4).
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This teacher expressed that it was necessary to show parents that she would do
what she said she would do. She felt that you can provide tangible proof such as
improved grades, or provide them an example of their child being able to accomplish a
task that the child had difficulty accomplishing in the past. These forms of tangible proof
would assure the parents that the teacher was reliable. Other teachers also commented
about the importance of consistency in developing trusting relationships. For instance,
Tracy shared, “Just being consistent. You know not being the good teacher today and
tomorrow acting like you don’t give a rip about them [the children]” (Fogle Focus
Group Interview, April 18, 2012, page 21). A teacher’s inconsistent actions can lead to
parents distrusting them. In addition, discrepancies in how the teacher deals with
individual children may also lead to parents and children distrusting them. For the
teachers in the study, consistency included what they said and did for the children.
Teacher Category 3: Personal Regard
A third category constructed from the teacher data set within the theme of
Parental Involvement as Relationships was personal regard, meaning taking actions that
go beyond their job descriptions to help children achieve academically. Personal regard
also means exhibiting care about and for the children and their families. In terms of care,
I tend to agree with Gay’s (2010) notion of culturally responsive caring. She proposes
that caring about children and caring for children are interrelated but different. Gay
posits that caring about a child involves being emotionally concerned about the child’s
general state of being, whereas, caring for a child is taking actions that will positively
impact the child’s life. The latter is action-driven, whereas, the former is emotion-driven.
The teachers in this study shared insight about both. This is discussed below.
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Teachers must care about the children. Teachers explained that they cared
about the children that they taught, and they wanted their parents to know this. Some of
the teachers expressed that they treat the children as if the children were their biological
children. They wanted parents to feel comfortable that they would do no harm. An
illustration of this is depicted in the following data excerpt, “I tell parents in the
beginning [of the school year], my child. Once they enter my door…your child is now
my child, and I am going to treat them as such (Fogle Focus Group Interview, April
18, 2012, page). By stating this, the teacher wants the parents to be assured that the
children will not be mistreated. This teacher feels that if parents know that he will engage
with their children just as he would want someone to engage with his biological child,
then parents would be assured that their children will be treated fairly. This, in his
opinion, would build trust.
Other teachers also offered insight into this topic. Teachers felt that they were
surrogate parents of sorts. They wanted to treat the children as their own, even if they did
not have biological children. Tracy disclosed her position on this issue in the following
exchange:
Michele:

I know that earlier you talked about that you have to show them
that you truly care. What do you define as caring? What are
some of the attributes? What do you mean by that?

Tracy:

I treat their child the same way I treat mine. If I had one, but
yeah. I shouldn’t do anything different than I would do for my
own child. That I really do have his best interest at heart.

In expressing her emotional regard for the child, Tracy tries to assure her
students’ parents that she will care for their children as if they were her own. Other
teachers, like Tracy, expressed their emotional regard for the children that they taught by
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sharing that they would not harm the children or treat them any differently than they
would expect someone to treat their biological children.
Teachers must care for the children. Several of the teachers across the different
schools spoke of the importance of caring for the children they taught. They wanted the
children to achieve academically so that the children had broad range of options from
which to choose. They saw their efforts as affording the children ways to move beyond
their current conditions and the communities in which they lived. One teacher
commented that she often shares with her students the desires that she has for their lives.
She commented:
I let them know that I care by saying, “I am doing this, because I want you to
get out of kindergarten. I want you to get out of the Alston community. But
the only way for you to get out there is by your education. And I care enough for
you to get out of here (Alston Focus Group Interview, May 24, 2012, page 5).
She explained that she is concerned for them in much the same ways that her
teachers were concerned for her. She wants them to have opportunities that extended
beyond the small, rural community in which they currently live. She wants them to have
options. In explaining what she actually does to ensure that they have options, this
teacher shared that she stayed after school to work with children who needed the extra
help. She sets high expectations and does what is necessary to help them achieve the
goals she has for them. She also shared that she regularly speaks to them about the
importance of education. In addition, she shared that she regularly tells the children how
proud she is of them when they achieve academically and are well behaved. She realizes
that when she demonstrates to the children that she has vested interest in them, high
expectations for them, and is willing to work to help them accomplish their goals, the
children tend to work harder to reach those expectations.
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Roadblocks that Prevent Relationships Visible In Teacher and Parent Data
As discussed in the previous sections, parents and teachers took various pathways
to develop mutually respectful, trusting relationships as they both agreed that these were
important first steps in working together to ensure that children achieve academically.
What is gripping, however, are the subtle differences in the ways in which teachers and
parents went about developing those relationships. Those differences oftentimes resulted
in roadblocks that impeded those pathways. In the succeeding sections, the readers will
begin to understand the various roadblocks that impede relationships, such as skin color
as the basis for disrespect, deficit perspectives about parents’ abilities to help their
children, and teachers pitying children and their families because of cultural differences.
Figure 4.3 provides a visual of three roadblocks that circumvented relationships that
parents and teachers wanted with each other. The three circles in the figure represent
obstacles that hindered those relationships. These obstacles are rooted in deficit,
stereotypical views that were held. In the sections that follow, I explain each one of these
roadblocks.
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Don’t Let My
Skin Color Keep
You from
Respecting Me

Relationships

Parents Really
Don’t Know
How to Help
Their Children

Personal Regard
Becoming Pity

Figure 4.3 Roadblocks that Circumvent Pathways to Relationships

Parent Roadblock #1: Don’t Let My Skin Color Keep You from Respecting Me
Parents and teachers both claimed that respect was an essential component to the
relationship that they wanted with each other. However, each group had a different
connotation of exactly what it meant to respect the other. Their differing connotations of
respect posed roadblocks that could impede relationships. For parents respect meant that
teachers looked beyond their skin color, accepted them as different, and valued their
contributions. For many of the teachers, however, respect meant looking to the teachers
for guidance as how best to help the children and acting accordingly.
Black parents wanted teachers to understand that they wanted what was best for
their children and were doing their best to support their children in and out of school.
Black parents wanted teachers to acknowledge their cultural ways of being as different
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and not deficit. One grandparent shared that she feels that sometimes White teachers do
not respect her and her grandchild simply because of the color of their skin. She avers:
[If] a person’s skin is not the same color as yours so you don’t have to be nice to
that person. You don’t have to respect them. You don’t even have to look at
them like another individual as you are, you know. If you cut them, they are
going to bleed just like you bleed. It’s the color of the skin that separates us
from them in their opinion (Maybel, June 9, 2011, page 44).
This grandparent wanted teachers to look past skin color and really see that she
and her grandchild mattered. She does not want the color of her skin to dictate the respect
or lack thereof that teachers demonstrate towards her. She wanted teachers to look past
her race and not use race as the determining factor for their interactions. We know that
we operate through our ideologies (Stuart Hall, 1992); therefore, if teachers have negative
ideologies about Black families, then teachers cannot develop relationships with Black
families that embrace their differences. In the sections that follow, the reader begins to
see the dangers of operating from limiting beliefs about families.
Teacher Roadblock #1: Parents Really Don’t Know How to Help Their Children
As with parents, the teachers in this study also spoke about developing respectful
relationships. Teachers shared that they valued the contributions that parents made in
their children’s lives. However, what is missing from these data are actual instances in
which teachers discussed how they capitalize on the resources that families provide, and
rarely did teachers report on how they took advantage of the knowledge that families
have about their children. More often than not, through their own admissions, teachers
document the subtle imbalances in the relationships that they form with parents. One
teacher shared that she regularly told parents what to do because, according to this
teacher, “I don’t feel like very many people know how to help their child (Fogle
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Focus Group Interview, April 18, 2012, page 9). This teacher does not feel that her
students’ parents are capable of helping their children, and because this teacher operates
on deficit views of her students’ families, she feels compelled to tell them what they
needed to do. This opinion is in stark contrast to the “bonds” (Alston Focus Group
Interview, May 24, 2012, page 2) or “rope” (Alston Focus Group Interview, May 24,
2012, page 3) that other teachers discussed as essential in forming relationships with
parents. With this limited view of the parents’ potentials, this teacher does not view
parents as equal partners, nor does she acknowledge that she can learn from parents how
to best educate the children they share. This imbalance of power sends the messages that
the teacher is the more knowledgeable party in the relationship. When teachers do not see
the contributions that families make, roadblocks are formed and relationships suffer. It is
important that each educator (parent and teacher) acknowledge the different, but equally
important roles that each has in educating the child, creating a balance of power.
Teacher Roadblock #2: Teacher’s Personal Regard Becoming Pity
As mentioned, parents want their dignity to remain intact. When teachers’ views
of families unintentionally or intentionally robbed parents of their self-worth, major
roadblocks are formed that impede trusting relationships. Tracy, a middle class white
teacher, shared a time when she visited one of her student’s home. Sharing that
experience helped her to understand that everyone’s life is not the same as hers. The
following data excerpt begins to illuminates this point.
Michele:

Before going into that home, what were your expectations of
that family?

Tracy:

Well I knew they were poor. I could tell by the way he dressed,
that type thing…not very cleaned not well kept. You could tell
there wasn’t very much of a home habit, and he wanted really
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bad to learn, but he just didn’t seem like it was clicking. Um…
I thought, “well I will just go talk to them. [child’s parents]”
Because they never come in. (Fogle Focus Group Interview,
April 18, 2012, pages 15-16).
Because of the personal regard that Tracy had for this student, she felt compelled
to visit the child’s home in an effort to find out why he was having problems learning.
Once there, she found out that she was unaccustomed to the child’s living conditions.
Later in the conversations the following is recorded:
Michele:

What do you all think about home visits?

Tracy:

I’ve been on some interesting ones. [laughter]

Michele:

What do you mean by that?

Tracy:

Well, they didn’t have a chair to sit in, so they gave me a bucket.
And there were chickens in the living room, and that sort of like
shocked me. How do people live like this? It was very eye
opening to see where the children come from… How do you
grow up with that?” because that was so different from my
growing up, you know from most of us here. It was just like this
is his reality? You know that really sheds the light, not
everybody lives the way you do (Fogle Focus Group Interview,
April 18, 2012, pages 15-16).

This teacher walked away from the experience with the knowledge that people are
truly different. However, this lesson was overshadowed by the pity that she felt, because
of that difference; this family did not live as she does. She further explains, “He needed
so much. Any extra love you have, any extra materials that you could scrape up; he
needed that. It was more like a survival thing...how do you survive?” (Fogle Focus
Group Interview, April 18, 2012, pages 16).
What was a difference in cultural ways of being became a deficit in this teacher’s
view. Tracy wanted to fix this student because she felt pity for him as his living
conditions were so foreign from that which she knew. She confused the lack of economic
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resources available to this family with a lack of love and attention shown to the children.
This is simply misleading. It is important for teachers to understand the economic
disparities that poor families usually experience in our society. Without such an
understanding, others, like Tracy, will also formulate deficit perspectives of families that
do not acknowledge their strength and resilience to overcome the economic struggles that
they often face. It is also important for teachers to understand the cultural ways of the
diverse student population that they serve. With the acknowledgement of diversity,
teachers must also be reminded that acceptance of difference is also necessary. Anything
less is simply disrespectful.
Conclusion: Parental Involvement as Relationships
At the beginning of the chapter, I shared that parents and teachers take a variety of
pathways to build relationships that are beneficial to all involved, especially the students.
These pathways are often obstructed by roadblocks that were visible in the data and
unintentionally formed. Many of the roadblocks result from misunderstandings and when
differences are viewed as deficits. It goes without question the importance that families
have in their children’s educations. This is well documented in a significant body of
research (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005; Jeynes, 2005; and Turnbull and Turnbull, 1997)
that points to the importance of parents being involved in their children’s education, and
a body of research (Gay, 2010; Meier, 2002, and Henderson, Mapp, Johnson, and Davies,
2007) that substantiates the importance of schools building trusting relationships in which
parents are involved in school governance. The parents in this study corroborate that
when they are respected and are given opportunities to make decisions about their
children’s education, they are more inclined to actively participate in their children’s
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academic lives. This involvement begins with the type of relationships that families have
with their children’s schools. If teachers embark upon pathways that view families as
potential reservoirs that offer insight into ways to educate their children, treat parents
respectfully, and treat parents as key players in their child’s education, then the bridges
that connect families and schools are built. Parents then demonstrate their involvement in
ways that are feasible to them. On the other hand, if parents feel that their involvement in
their children’s academic lives is viewed as inadequate or differs from the traditionally
accepted forms of parental involvement, then roadblocks are constructed. As a result of
those roadblocks, parents disengage from the schools. Schools have to take the pathways
that form relationships with families that honor the contributions that families make,
whether big or small. Bridges must be built to overcome roadblocks if children are to
achieve. This is far too important because our children’s futures are at stake.
Parental Involvement as Communication
The previous section highlighted the pathways that parents and teachers use in
building relationships with each other and the roadblocks that impede such relationships.
Effective communication is essential in building and sustaining relationships. When
done effectively, parents and teachers are able to communicate their ideas and are made
aware of the ideas of others. On the other hand, ineffective communication impedes this
process.
This section highlights Parental Involvement as Communication, a principle
theme constructed in both the parent and teacher data sets. Following the outline
established in Section I, Section II continues the journey as the readers are introduced to
the many pathways or modes that parents and teachers use to communicate with each
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other. In this section, the reader will specifically discover the written, technological, and
personal forms of communication that teachers and parents employ to communicate with
each other. Following this discussion, the readers are then introduced to the various
purposes or reasons that parents and teachers communicate with each other. Then a
discussion of what parents and teachers expect is highlighted. The roadblocks that
infringe upon communication are elaborated upon in this section as well. The section
concludes with a summary of the findings.
The theme Parental Involvement as Communication was a central theme in both
the parent and teacher data sets. There were three common categories constructed in both
teacher and parent data sets: (a) modes of communication; (b) purposes for
communicating, and (c) expectations. Table 4.3, offers a summary of the categories in
the parent and teacher data sets in this theme.
Table 4.3 Categories within the Theme: Parental Involvement as Communication Parent
and Teacher Data Sets
Parent Data Set

Teacher Data Set

1. Modes

1. Modes

2. Purposes

2. Purposes

3. Expectations

3. Expectations

Pathways for Developing Communication Visible in Parent Data
As evidenced in the data, parents felt that communication was important. There
were a total of 62 patterns in the data to signify this. These patterns were sorted into
three categories: (a) modes of communication or the written, technological, or verbal
methods that were used to communicate; (b) purposes for communicating or the reasons
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why parents initiated conversations or made contact with their child’s teacher; and (c)
expectations of communicating or the intended or desired outcomes that parents wanted.
Figure 4.4 summarizes the percentages of each of the categories as they occurred in the
parent data within this theme.

0%
14%

44%
Modes

42%

Purpose

Expectations

Figure 4.4 Parental Involvement as Communication: Parents’ Perspectives
Of those 62 patterns in which parents spoke about communication as an essential
aspect of parental involvement, 44% of the patterns referred to the different modes they
used. Forty-two percent referred to the purposes for communicating, and 14% referred to
the expectations they had of teachers. Highlighting only a few data excerpts (one or two
but no more than three data excerpts) in each category, I present only the salient data that
best capture and describe the category under discussion.
Parent Category 1: Modes of Communication
There were various written, technological, and in person methods that parents and
teachers used to communicate with each other, including notes, letters, weekly progress
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reports, reading logs, behavior reports, formal and informal conferences, email,
telephone calls, and impromptu meetings in the carpool lane or in the community. These
pathways of communication were necessary in keeping parents abreast of their child’s
academic and behavior progress on a regular basis.
Written communication. Within the theme of Parental Involvement as
Communication, parents spoke about receiving and sending notes and letters to and from
teachers, receiving weekly forms with their child’s assignments, and receiving updates
about their child’s behavior. Figure 4.5 provides such an example.

Figure 4.5 Behavior Calendar
Figure 4.5 is the behavior calendar for one student. This calendar is sent home
daily and records the child’s behavior. The colors denote the behavior classification for
the day. Green represents “excellent”, meaning that the child did not misbehave that day.
Blue denotes satisfactory behavior, meaning that the child was warned at least once about
breaking one of the class rules. Yellow represents “needs improvement” which means
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that the child misbehaved more than once, breaking several of the class rules. Red
signifies “unsatisfactory” which means that the child repeatedly misbehaved and broke
several of the class rules. There is a comment section at the bottom for the teacher and
parent to correspond with each other. The parents are to sign their initials each day to
signify that they are aware of their child’s behavior. In this example, the teacher wrote a
note to the parent on February 7th detailing what the child did throughout the day
(running in cafeteria, sneaking forks in his coat, telling fibs, getting out of his seat, and
knocking over the snacks) which resulted in him receiving a yellow dot for the day. In
response to the teacher’s note, the child’s parent wrote a note back to the teacher on
February 11th informing the teacher of the child’s punishment for misbehaving. Figure
4.6 is the letter that the parent wrote back to the teacher.

Figure 4.6 Parent Letter
In this excerpt, the parent and teacher corresponded back and forth in writing
about the child’s behavior. It is important to acknowledge that this parent actively
checked her child’s homework folder as this affords her daily contact with the child’s
teacher in the absence of the parent being available onsite. The parent punishes the child
by denying the child the opportunity to attend a school sponsored fieldtrip.
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Patterns also evident in this category included written correspondence from
teachers that detailed curricular and scheduling updates. Parents shared that teachers
corresponded with them in writing about what the child will be learning or any upcoming
events that are scheduled. Parents checked their children’s homework folders to remain
abreast of the important changes in his children’s schedules as well as the curricular foci
for the week. In the next data excerpt, Jordan, a father in the study, explains the
importance of checking his children’s homework folders.
Jordan:

Every week we get the weekly guide as far as his class schedule
and what they got to do all that week.

Michele:

Okay.

Jordan:

All of them [his three children] get one for the different classes.
They got two teachers—Mrs. Lewis and Mrs. Thompson. Mrs.
Thompson’s one is on the front, and Mrs. Lewis is on the back to
let you know what they have to study all that week.

Michele:

Okay.

Jordan:

When they have tests. When they don’t have tests, they have to
study this or study that. So you know what to do. So if the kids
don’t tell you, you got that to look at. So you know to look in
the folder every week and that is supposed to be there. (Jordan,
April 23, 2012, pages 13-14).

Because of this weekly written communication, this father is made aware of
activities and events occurring in his children’s classes and can respond in ways that
support his children. Because of the predictability of the written communication, this
father expects the weekly guide to be there on a certain day from one week to the next.
Checking their children’s homework folders is a standard way that many parents involve
themselves in their children’s schooling. They keep abreast of their children’s behavior
and the weekly curriculum. Other times, parents, when feasible, communicated with
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their children’s teachers in person, during conferences, at school sponsored events and
during impromptu meetings in the community. These personal methods are discussed in
the succeeding sections.
Communicating in person. This pattern refers to those times when parents and
teachers communicated face to face. Parents in the study spoke about visiting their
child’s school to rectify problem situations. They even spoke about volunteering and
attending school sponsored events such as parent/teacher conferences and/or holiday
dinners. Other times parents communicated with their child’s teacher to become more
acquainted with the teacher. One grandparent explained that it is important for her to
visit her grandchild’s classroom to get to know the teacher better. She avers, “Like I
said, I believe in always knowing who your child’s teacher is and talking with them.
When Indigo started Headstart, my husband and I went to Headstart we spent about
an hour and a half with Indigo in her class. I read to the class so I kind of got to see
what kind of teacher she had.” (Mrs. Maybel, June 9, 2011, page 2). Spending time in
her grandchild’s class and interacting with the teacher gave this grandparent a firsthand
account of this teacher’s personality and disposition. This grandmother believes that it is
important to know your child’s teacher. One way that she ensures that she does is by
volunteering to read to the class.
Scheduling and attending conferences to resolve concerns. Attending
conferences was another pattern in the category “modes of communication”. During
these scheduled meetings, parents were afforded opportunities to learn about their child’s
academic and/or behavioral progress. In addition, parents could work with teachers and
the administration to resolve problems with their children. School personnel usually took
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the responsibility of scheduling conferences and inviting parents; however, there were
times when parents took the initiative to do so themselves. The following data is of such
a time. Concerned about her child’s academic progress, one parent initiated a conference
with the teachers and the administrators to share the parent’s insight about the situation.
This parent felt that the child, a preschooler at the time, was excelling at a quicker pace
than her peers. The parent continuously received notes from the child’s teacher about the
child’s misbehavior. The parent felt that the misbehavior stemmed from boredom and
sought to resolve the issue. In discussing this, the parent shares the following:
Michele:

Tell me about your child’s experience this year.

Ione:

It was a wonderful experience. I loved everything she learned.
Well it was wonderful, and the only thing that I really had a
problem with was when she was having a behavior problem.
And once we [parent, teacher, and administration] got to the whole
root of that problem, we were fine. It was fine.

Michele:

So what was the root of the problem?

Ione:

She was bored. She was catching on quicker than everyone else,
and I guess she would just sit there and was bored and wanted to
talk and play and not listen. So that’s when she was tested and
moved over into a K5 class.

Michele:

And how was that decision made? Was it based on testing? What
else?

Ione:

And her ability. Her maturity was one of the things too.

Michele:

And you said you felt really good about this school year?

Ione:

Yes, ma’am. I loved how when I went to the administration and
teachers with questions; they were open to any suggestions that
I had or any concerns, and we would resolve the problem. (Ione,
June 8, 2011, pages 7-8).

Other parents did similar things as well. One mother remembers a time when her
child was not doing well in all of her classes. The parent wanted to get at the root cause
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of the problem, so she scheduled a conference with all of her child’s teachers. She shared
the following:
Coach:

She had some classes that she was doing excellent in. In some
classes, she was getting bad reports. So I had a conference with
all her teachers, and we sat there and talked about what she is
doing in this class, this class, and this class. And once I finished
the meeting with them and me and her got home, I spoke to her
and told her what she was doing in this class and told her this is
what’s gonna change. This is what you are doing in that class and
this is what you are gonna change. Not oh you might. It was this
is what is gonna happen (Coach, October 20, 2011, page, 6).

These parents took the initiative to schedule conferences with the administration
and the child’s teachers. In the first excerpt this parent suggested that the child was given
more rigorous work or be transferred to a higher grade that would be more challenging.
Her suggestions resulted in the child spending part of the day in a kindergarten classroom
for English language arts. This temporary placement became permanent only after a few
weeks. The child’s misbehavior diminished significantly. In the second excerpt, the
parent demanded that the child adjust her behavior and she did. These incidents shed
light into the types of relationships that are necessary if parents and teachers are to work
to promote academic excellence for the children they share. It is particularly important to
note that these parents felt that they could go to the teachers and administrators, and that
they (parent, teacher, and administration) would come to an amicable agreement as how
to solve the problems.
Attending events. This pattern, which is slightly different from conferences,
entails those times that parents went to the school for school sponsored programs that
were not tied directly to the child’s academic or behavior progress. These events
included Thanksgiving and Christmas dinners, Awards Day, and/or Grandparent’s Day.
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These events were important to families as they afforded families opportunities to be a
part of the school’s ethos. In the following excerpt, a grandmother, Elouise, shares just
how important these events were to her, insomuch as she rarely missed any.
Mrs. Elouise:

Because I didn’t miss near Thanksgiving Day. I never miss
any Christmas Dinner or Grandparent’s Day, or the
parent’s meetings. I never missed that when I was at
Stroman. I was hands-on with what was going on. I would
be there (Mrs. Elouise, June 9, 2011, page 18).

It was important for this grandparent to be a part of the school on a regular basis,
and because the school her grandson attended at the time was within walking distance
from where she lived, she could actively participate. Distance made the school
immediately accessible to her. However, when this same grandparent and her grandson
moved to a different home located several miles away from the child’s new school,
distance posed an immediate roadblock for her in that she was then unable to go to the
school as readily as she would have wanted. She shared:
Mrs. Elouise: Right here, [where she currently lives] I don’t get to the school
like I want to. Like I never been to Awards Day there, because by
my kids working, I don’t have no transportation. I miss that
part of being in the school (Mrs. Elouise, June 9, 2011, page 17).
After relocating, this grandparent’s inability to attend school sponsored events
had nothing to do with her lack of interest in the child’s academic progress or her
commitment to the school, but was a direct correlation that a lack of transportation
imposed upon her.
Impromptu meetings in the community. Another pattern in this category dealt
with those chance meetings that parents and teachers had in the community. Taking
advantage of these impromptu meetings, parents checked on their children and informed
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teachers of changes that occurred in the child’s life. In the excerpt below, Mrs. Maybel
lends her insight into the importance of speaking with teachers when you get the chance.
Mrs. Maybel: I talked to her [her grandson’s teacher] outside of school, and I
asked her how Natasha was doing. When you catch them
[teachers] and you are able to kind of talk to them a little bit, they
are better able to understand what is going on (Mrs. Maybel,
June 9, 2011, page 28).
These impromptu or chance meetings in the community afforded parents the
opportunity to talk to the teachers in a less intimidating environment. Parents were able to
share relevant information with the teachers so that teachers were cognizant of
circumstances and changes in the child’s life. In the excerpt, this grandparent felt that it
was important to ensure that her grandchild’s teacher understands what is going on with
her grandchild as this may give the teacher insight into the child’s actions in class.
Communicating via telephone. Another pattern in this category was
“communication via telephone”. When the lack of transportation or other economic
responsibilities such as work schedule hindered the parents’ pathways to learn about their
child, parents in this study commented that they communicated with teachers via the
telephone. Several parents shared that teachers called them to speak about their
children’s misbehavior in school. During an interview with Tasha on June 6, 2011, she
stated, “She [her son’s teacher] called me about him not listening” (page 4). She shared
that most of the calls that she received from school dealt with her son’s misbehavior.
Because this parent received frequent calls about her child’s misbehavior, she began to
expect that all correspondences from the school would be about “the bad stuff” (Tasha,
July 6, 2011, page 14). She explained, “Plenty of time the phone [is] right there. I
look. I’m sitting right here in the office. I am hard down doing work, and I look over and
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I say, “Oh, Jamal is acting up again… And so I wait for a minute and they leave a
message, or they call back again. They never call to say he is doing this, and he is
doing good in this (Tasha, July 6, 2011, page 14).
Like this parent, others also admit that they received calls mostly about their
children’s inappropriate behaviors. However, parents initiated conversations with
teachers for other reasons. Parents were concerned with their child’s behavior, but more
importantly parents wanted to find out about their children’s academic progress and ways
that they could ensure that their children did well in school. These reasons for
communicating are discussed in the Parent Category 2: Purposes for Communicating.
Potential modes of communication not realized. In this category were patterns
in which parents spoke about home visits as a potential mode of communication teachers
rarely used. Parents stated that home visits were essential for teachers to get to know
them better; however, parents shared that few teachers ever visited their homes. Parents
commented that a possible reason that teachers did not visit their homes was because
teachers did not take the time or see the value in doing home visits. Nonetheless, parents
believed that home visits should be done. The following conversation documents this.
Michele:

What else can schools do to get to know parents better?

Ione:

Home visits… make a home visit. That could help. It will show
that you are dedicated to ensuring that every child is getting a
quality education.

Michele:

Do you think teachers do enough home visits and have enough
conversations with parent to really get to know them?

Ione:

No. [laughter] No! Some teachers do and some teachers don’t.

Home visits were a potential mode of communication, according to parents, that
could provide insight into problems that the child may be having at school or as a
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pathway for the teachers to demonstrate their commitment to working with families to
ensure that the child received a quality education. In addition, parents saw this as an
opportunity for teachers to learn more about the family. Parents felt that home visits
could provide teachers with insight into circumstances that are hindering the child’s
potentials. Knowing that this will, in turn, help the teacher understand other ways of
reaching the child. This discussion is continued in the succeeding section under the
pattern titled, “Getting to know each other better”.
Parent Category 2: Purposes of Communication
The second category, Purposes of Communication, details why parents
communicated with teachers. Parents made deliberate attempts to keep the child at the
center of all correspondences. Data excerpts substantiated that parents communicated
with teachers for the reasons that follow: (a) to inform teachers about issues that are
happening in their child’s lives so the teacher can better help the child; (b) to help
teachers get to know them better; (c) to get to know the teachers better; (d) to see how the
child was doing; and (e) to find out ways to help their children.
Informing teachers about family issues. Within this category, data emerged
that substantiate that parents spoke about informing teachers of important issues that
were happening in the child’s life as a way of making sure that teachers gained a fuller
understanding of the child. One grandparent, Mrs. Maybel, primarily provides for her
daughter Nicole and Nicole’s two daughters, Natasha, and Indigo. At the age of 26,
Nicole suffered from a massive stroke and could not care for herself or her girls. The
stroke affected Nicole’s personality and her ability to speak and read. This proved very
frustrating for a woman who at one time was very self-sufficient and capable of parenting
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alone. In the following excerpt, Mrs. Maybel comments that it was important to
communicate to Natasha’s teacher about Nicole’s condition so that the teacher would
help Natasha more. She explained:
Mrs. Maybel: The teacher was aware of my daughter, because I had
explained it to her. The aid [teacher’s assistant] didn’t know as
much of it, so we kind of filled her in. So with doing that, it
helps them to help the child more than probably another child
(Mrs. Maybel, June 9, 2011, page 2).
This grandmother communicated with the teacher for the purpose of informing
the teacher of Nicole’s recent disability status. It was not this grandparent’s goal to seek
pity for her granddaughter; she simply sought empathy from the teacher. She felt that if
the teacher understood that Nicole was unable to do as much for Natasha as the other
children’s parents, then perhaps, the teacher would put forth more effort in helping
Natasha in ways that were above and beyond what the job required. This grandparent
wanted the teacher to hold her granddaughter accountable just as the other children were
held accountable. This grandmother also wanted the teacher to take more responsibility
in ensuring that her granddaughter was able to meet the demands despite her parent’s
debilitating condition.
Getting to know each other better. This pattern refers to parents’ beliefs in the
importance of teachers becoming better acquainted with parents. In addition, it refers to
parents believing they needed to become familiar with their children’s teachers. Parents
expounded that it is important to communicate with teachers so teachers can dispel
misperceptions that they may have about families. Many of these misperceptions stem
from stereotypical views that are widely portrayed in the popular media. Discussing this
issue, one parent expressed that it is important for parents to communicate with teachers,
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especially those from different racial groups, to help them dispel stereotypical, deficit
views that ultimately influence how they interact with the children they teach. She
argued:
Mrs. Maybel: We have to talk to these teachers… because the majority of the
teachers are White, and you have a lot of Black students. If
you want your teacher to teach your child like she would treat
anybody else, you have to make yourself available to her at one
point even if it is like just one time during the school year (Mrs.
Maybel, June 9, 2011, page 47).
It was important for this grandparent to help her grandchild’s teacher see the child
as capable of learning. Establishing this level of respect early in the relationship assured
the grandmother that the teacher would treat the child fairly.
Other data included in this category point to the fact that parents felt that it was
important to communicate with the teachers in order to learn more about the teachers
themselves. It was important for parents to understand what to expect from the teacher.
Parents wanted to know how the teacher would manage the curriculum and how the
classroom would operate. One father commented that it was important to visit his
children’s school each year to learn about the teacher and her ways of doing things. He
states:
Jordan:

Every year I get to know the teachers.

Michele:

Do you find that that is important?

Jordan:

Yeah.

Michele:

Why?

Jordan:

You got to get to know the teachers. You got to see as far as
what they have to offer, see their curriculum, and see what
they do (Jordan, August 11, 2011, page 12).
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Getting to know the teacher allowed this father to better understand what to
expect in terms of curriculum and classroom management. As a result of getting to know
the teacher, he could gauge his interactions.
How can I help my child? Data included in this pattern illuminate that parents
communicated with teachers for the purpose of finding out how their children were
performing academically in school and what parents needed to do to assist their children.
Parents felt that it was important to communicate with the teacher to find out about the
child’s academic performance. One grandfather commented about a time when he
visited his granddaughter’s school to find out how she was doing academically. The
following data sample captures this.
Mr. Wendall:

So I went there, and I asked her [the child’s teacher]. I
said, “Well, how’s she doing?” She said, “Amy is good in
math.” She said, “I am proud of her. But um… her reading
skills are slow.” She said, “But we are going to work with
her. Now we know where her weak point is. Now we
need to build on that to try to get her up to speed.” And I
told her, “I show appreciate it” (Wendalls, July 7, 2011,
page 18).

As a result of discovering that Amy struggled with reading, the grandparent did
what he believed would help her. He purchased reading materials and helped her as best
he could. He commented:
Mr. Wendall:

We got books. There is a cabinet there loaded down with
nothing but books. This cabinet over here has books.
We go down there and we buy reading books and math
books, and we show them how to do it and go over and
over (Wendalls, July 7, 2011, page 18).

Parents demonstrated their concern for their children’s education through their
actions. This could entail purchasing materials that they felt their children needed to do
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better in school. Parents also communicated with the teacher or simply visited the
schools to see for themselves how their children were doing in school.
Another pattern in this category illuminated the fact that parents communicated
with teachers to learn ways that they could help their children. Parents wanted specific
details and not generalities about how to help. One mother shared the frustration she felt
when her child’s teacher gave her vague generalities about the child’s performance. The
parent wanted specific things that she could do at home to help her child improve in the
required skills. This mother warned, “Don’t just say well he is doing better. We are
going to work with him. Let me know so I can work with him also” (Tasha, July 6,
2011, page 8). This parent saw herself as capable of helping her child at home. She just
needed to know what skills the child needed to improve. “Better” meant nothing to her.
In this same conversation, the parent later commented that the teacher did not offer
specific skills to work on with her child; whereas, the teacher’s assistant did, and the
parent immediately did what the assistant suggested. She posited:
Tasha:

Mrs. Johnson [the teacher’s assistant] would tell me like Jamal
needs to learn his colors. That was like the biggest thing we did.
So I got out, and I bought flashcards and made little cards
with colors on them, letters, all kinds of stuff to you know to
help him (Tasha, June 6, 2011, page, 8).

In the data excerpts shared in this pattern, it is important to acknowledge that
when parents or grandparents discovered a specific need that their children had, the
immediate response from the parents and grandparents was to rectify the situation. This
was done by purchasing materials (books, flashcards, letters, reading programs, etc…)
that they felt would benefit the child and working with the child as best they could to
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improve the child’s performance. They did not sit idly by with this information. They
did what they knew to help their children.

Parent Category 3: Expectations of Communicating
The parents in this study made it clear that there were two expectations that they
have of their children’s teachers. Parents communicated with teachers with the
underlying expectations that teachers would (a) provide the best education possible for
their children; and (b) understand that parents are available and are good parents.
Provide the best education possible for their children. This pattern sheds light
on the fact that parents wanted teachers to provide the best possible education for their
children. Parents felt that teachers needed to teach in ways that made learning
meaningful to the children. That could mean doing things differently in some instances.
One parent mentioned that her child sometimes has difficulty learning, and it is her
expectation that the teacher “find[s] different ways of reaching them. You have to
relate to things that they see (Ione, June 8, 2011, page 10). This parent understood the
importance of using the child’s lived experiences to build curriculum; this makes learning
relevant to the child. This parent also understands that drawing on things that the child is
familiar with will help the child connect the new learning to things that the child knows
or previously learned.
Parents wanted their children to have opportunities that they themselves were
denied. Parents felt that education was a way that their children could obtain things in
life that they themselves were denied. In speaking of this, one father shared that he
explains to his children the struggles that Blacks suffered just to obtain an education. He
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informs them that education was denied to Blacks long ago, and Blacks were forced to
work on plantations to sustain their livelihood. In explaining this to his children, this
father shared, “so if they [his children] get their education, they probably won’t be on
the plantation, but they will be a class above it.” This father stresses the importance of
education; he wants a better life for his children than the life that he has. And though he
wants a better life for his children, his views of that better life are somewhat limited as
evidenced in him stating that an education affords his children access to “a class above”
the plantation. This “class above” has limitations, but, according to this father, is at a
better position than where this father believes that he currently is.
Along these same lines of getting a good education for a better life, parents not
only communicated with their children’s teachers, but their children as well. One
grandfather commented that he often stresses the importance of getting a good education
to his grandchildren. Warning them, he posited:
What I learned in school then in high school, these children learn in grade school.
That’s how education done grow. That’s why it’s so important for them to get
it. That’s why I be on them. Be telling them. I say, “Ya’ll can’t see it now, but
when granddaddy and grandmamma gone ya’ll going to see it. “Lord I wish I
would’ve stick to it.” And the ones that hold on to what we telling them, I
say, “Ya’ll going to be so glad. I got my education.” (Wendalls, July 7, 2011,
pages 15-16).
This grandfather wants his grandchildren to understand the urgency of taking
advantage of the educational opportunities that they are afforded now, warning them that
time will pass and those opportunities to attend school will pass as well. He does not
want them to grow up and regret not learning everything that they needed. He wants
them to “stick to it” (Wendalls, July 7, 2011, pages 16) knowing that later in life those
who stuck to it and got a good education will be glad, and those who did not will regret it.
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He is cognizant to warn them of the impending struggles that may result in a life without
a good education.
Understand that parents are available and are good parents. This pattern
refers to parents wanting teachers to know that they are available to do what is necessary
to help their children, and that they are good parents. Parents expected teachers to begin
to understand that they are concerned about their children and are available to respond to
the teacher’s request, even if the response is not as immediate as the teacher prefers. One
parent shared that she considers herself to be a good parent, but she doubts that her son’s
teachers considers her as a good parent because she cannot come to the school during
school hours. The following exchange illuminates her concerns:
Tasha:

I guess it’s the parents that be there [at school] the most, they
[teachers] thinks that they good parents, but it’s probably like
different, but some good parents may have to work during
school hours.

Michele:

Um hum.

Tasha:

So they really can’t get there, but then they still good parents.
It’s just some can get there and be there involved and others
still be good but just can’t get there (Tasha, July 6, 2011, page
11).

This parent worries that on-site visibility is symbolic of good parenting, and since
social and economic obligations, such as work hours or limited transportation, prevent
her from being on-site, she is concerned that her child’s teacher may perceive that she is a
“bad parent”. In other words, “bad parent” refers to a parent who is unconcerned or does
not demonstrate that he or she cares about his or her child. Parents acknowledged that
there are barriers that prevent them from coming to schools, but as this parent avers,
visibility at school should not define good or bad parenting skills.
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Later in this conversation, the same parent shared that when her child’s teacher
calls, she tries to respond to the teacher’s request; however, her response may not be
immediate. Her employment obligation limits how quickly she can respond. She
explains that when her child’s teacher calls her, she usually responds, “Okay, well give
me about an hour for me to get what I need to get straight at the store in order to leave
cause I just can’t up and leave” (Tasha, July 6, 2011, page, 11). This parent makes it
clear that she does not ignore her responsibility as a parent, but she has other obligations
that may limit how quickly she can meet the demands of her child’s teacher. She, like
many other families in this study, is confined to schedules and demands that are outside
of her immediate control, but works within those confines to ensure that their children
have what they need.
Pathways for Developing Communication Visible in Teacher Data
Like the parents, the nine teachers from the three focused groups, one on April
18th, another on April 19th and the last on May 24th, identified three categories in this
theme. The teachers shared that they used a variety of modes or pathways to
communicate with parents, had various purposes for communicating with them, and held
certain expectations. Figure 4.7 summarizes the percentage of each of the categories in
the teacher data within the theme Parental Involvement as Communication. There were
93 patterns identified in the focus group interviews and surveys in which teachers
addressed communication as important to parental involvement. Of those patterns, 44%
referred to the modes of communication used to correspond with parents; 23% referenced
teachers’ purposes for communicating with parents, and 33% referred to times in which
teachers address their expectations for communicating with parents. In discussing these
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categories, I used the most salient data excerpts that most clearly explain and describe
each category. Only a select few excerpts were used in each category.

33%
44%

Modes
Purposes
Expectations

23%

Figure 4.7 Parental Involvement as Communication: Teachers’ Perspectives
Teacher Category 1: Modes of Communication
In this section, the reader will discover modes of communication revealed in the
teacher data. There were a variety of pathways that teachers used to communicate with
parents. These pathways included written modes, such as newsletters and agendas,
technological modes, such as emails and webpages, and in person modes, such as
impromptu meetings at school and in the community, conferences, and home visits. One
of the survey questions (see Appendix B for the complete survey) asked teachers to
identify all of the ways in which they correspond with their students’ parents. Teachers
were able to select multiple ways from the categories listed on the survey (Figure 4.8).
Of the 144 teachers who received the survey, 86 of them actually took the survey. Of the
86 teachers who took the survey, 74 teachers responded to this question; 12 teachers
skipped the question.
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Figure 4.8 Modes of Communications Used by Teachers: Survey Results
The survey results showed that the mode of communication used most often by
teachers for contacting parents was the telephone. Informal conferences and letters were
the next most frequent ways that teachers communicated with parents. The teachers were
least likely to use forms of social media, such as Facebook, My Space, or Twitter to
communicate with parents, and the second least likely way was for teachers to visit the
homes of the children they taught.
Newsletters and agendas. In this category, written forms of communication
were used frequently with parents. These written forms were inclusive of newsletters,
notes, a variety of behavior forms, calendars, and agendas were used for the purpose of
informing parents about their child’s behavior, homework assignments, and other
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important curricular events occurring at the school. One teacher shared that she has an
“Oops Form”. Figure 4.9 is an example of the Oops Form.

Figure 4.9 Oops Form
The child’s daily behavior is recorded on the form, so that the parent is made aware of
any concerns that the teacher has about the child’s behavior. This same teacher also uses
a “Hey, You Want to Hear Some Good News Form” to share positive information about
the child with his or her parent. Figure 4.10 is a sample of this form. This teacher’s goal
was to share relevant information with the parents, whether good or bad. In each case
she had a form to use.

Figure 4.10 Good News Form
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Also in this category, teachers shared that they communicated with parents
through newsletters. In the following conversation, the teacher, Tracy, explains how
written communication helps teachers and parents exchange information.
Michele:

How do you make communication possible with your families?

Tracy:

We have grade level newsletters that we send out once a week.
We have school-wide newsletters that go out once a month. We
have agendas that we sign daily with the behavior color and
notes that we need to send back and forth, and we ask the third
graders that they are signed by the parents. So a lot of times, if I
have an issue, I’ll write and they write back and let me know
(Fogle Focused Group Interview, April 18, 2012, page 9).

There are predictable schedules in which teachers and schools correspond in
writing to parents. For instance, there are weekly grade level newsletters that detail the
curricular foci for the week. Monthly school newsletters were also sent home to parents
as a way to inform them of events that are happening in the school, and assignments and
behavior updates are sent home daily. Examples of letters to parents, class newsletters,
and school newsletters are provided in Appendices F and G.
Impromptu meetings at school or in the community. Within this category were
patterns that evidenced that teachers and parents communicated in person during chance
meetings in the community, at carpool, or when parents came to get their children from
school early. The teachers in this study shared that few of their parents attended
scheduled conferences; therefore, speaking with parents when opportunities presented
themselves was necessary. One of the teachers commented that she took advantage of
opportunities when parents came early to the school to get their children. She
commented that those times gave her a chance to talk with parents about their child’s
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progress and to reassure parents who may be concerned about the child not doing well in
school. The example below describes this. This teacher posited:
Whenever they come up to pick up a child early, I will say,
“Do you have a minute? Okay, let’s talk about this, this, this,
and this. This is what they are doing. They are fine. You have
nothing to be worried about.” (Alston Focus Group Interview,
May, 2012 page 8).
It was important for her to communicate to the parent about the child’s academic
performance as a way to reassure the parent that the child was doing well or inform the
parent when the child was not. Other times teachers took advantage of impromptu
meetings with parents in the carpool lane. In speaking of this, one teacher commented,
“Sometimes at carpool you grab who you need to talk to” (Fogle Focused Group
Interview, April 18, 2012, page 9). This “grabbing” was not in the literal sense of the
word, but is used to suggest that the teacher did not let the chance pass without speaking
to a child’s parent with whom she desperately needed to speak as she was unsure when
the opportunity might present itself again.
Other teachers found it easy to communicate with families when they saw them
out in the community. This is particularly easy when teachers reside in the community in
which they teach. Five of the teachers who participated in the focus group interviews
actually resided in the same communities as the school in which they worked. As a
result, they often saw their students’ parents at the grocery stores and other community
venues. Teachers commented that during those impromptu meetings, they are able to
communicate with the parents about the children. One teacher commented, “You might
run into them [at the store] and still have that one-on-one contact with them”
(Stroman Focus Interview, April 19, 2012, page 4). These impromptu meetings afforded
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teachers the opportunities to casually communicate with parents about their children’s
behavior and academic progress without having to schedule a conference.
Home visits: Home visits describe another pattern in this category in which
teachers spoke about the personal pathways that they could use to communicate with
parents. One of the questions on the survey asked teachers if they conducted home visits.
Of those 86 teachers who responded to the question, a little over 16% responded that
they did home visits. This question was also presented to teachers during the focused
group interviews. Many of the veteran teachers (teachers who taught more than 10 years)
shared that earlier in their careers they did home visits more often; however, now those
visits are not as frequent due to fear of what might happen to them. In the following
conversation, Gloria, a Black teacher of more than 28 years, shared her concerns:
Michele:

Earlier you talked about home visits. What do you think about
home visits?

Gloria:

I use to like them. [laughter]

Michele:

Okay and what has changed?

Gloria:

And if I know the area real well, I’ll do it now. And if it is not
[safe] and I don’t feel safe but I still needed to go, I would go,
but I would ask assistants to take me.

Later in the conversation, I probed the teachers a little further to uncover why
there was such a concern for their safety. Gloria and Marla (a Black teacher with 13
years teaching experience) went on to explain more fully:
Michele:

Gloria, you talked about you use to love it [home visits] and now
you have to think about safety. What has changed that makes us
feel uncomfortable in instances to go home? What has changed?

Gloria:

Crime! [laughter] Crime. And a lot of it involves the people
[parents of the children I teach].
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Marla:

The parents have changed. The caliber of parents. Like when I
was coming up, the teacher was like the teacher…it was almost
like a sense of respect. The teacher better not come to the house.
You know what I am saying. Now it is like we are not force to
go, but you almost have to go, but you are scared to go because
this parent quote unquote “crazy” or you know you come to
this neighborhood and if you are not in this clique, you might
get shot at. You know, so it’s just crazy.

The positive benefits of home visits were overshadowed by the teachers’ fear for
their safety. These teachers felt that the neighborhoods in which their children lived
were riddled with crime. Their perceptions about the neighborhoods, whether true or not,
undergirded their beliefs about their safety during home visits. However, one teacher, a
Black male, commented that he regularly did home visits and was not fearful, because he
actually lives in the community and knows many of the families of the children he
teaches.
Jeremy:

Home visits do help in a sense that it actually builds more
trust. I remember one year with this student. I didn’t get a
chance to communicate with his grandma. He was living with
his grandma, and I just couldn’t get in contact with her. She never
would return my phone calls, and when I came to her house and
she looked up and she saw me out there and she said, “You’re his
teacher?” I said, “Yes. I am coming to see you today, because I
can’t seem to get you at school or you don’t return my calls.” I
went in. She invited me in, and we sat down and we talked and
I told her about her child and what I expected and where he
was, and she was just surprise to see me there (Fogle Focused
Group Interview, April 18, 2012, pages 15-16).

He felt that his gender and familiarity in this community were beneficial as he
conducted home visits. As a result, he felt that his safety was never in jeopardy. He also
acknowledged that parents are often surprised to see him in her home. This is due in part
to the fact that very few teachers take advantage of opportunities to visit families in their
homes for whatever reason. His going to the homes symbolizes his commitment to the
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children, and parents see this. As a result, he claims that parents are more inclined to
work with him.
Using technology including phone calls, voice mail, and emails. A final
pattern in this category, modes of communication, evidenced that teachers also used
technology to communicate with parents. These technological modes included, but were
not limited to email, voice mails, and phone calls. The use of technology was convenient
only when both teachers and parents had access to it. When technology was inaccessible,
this posed problems. One teacher pointed out that she communicated regularly with
parents via technology when she needed to speak with them. She explains, “I use email
for some that have that technology available or just to call or voice mail. I use lots of
different ways” (Fogle Focused Group Interview, April, 18, 2012, page 9). This teacher,
like others, who also shared that they used a variety of modes to communicate with their
children’s parents, became frustrated when she was unable to reach parents, regardless of
the method that she used.
According to the survey results, the most frequently used technological method
upon which teachers relied to contact parents was the telephone; however, teachers
identified disconnected telephones as one of the roadblocks that prevented them from
effectively communicating with parents. One teacher explained, “Something that I run
into is that phone numbers change or is disconnected, and that is frustrating
sometimes when you do have to make a call and you can’t get in touch with someone
(Alston Focused Group Interview, April, 2012, page 8). In this excerpt, Jessica
expressed her frustration when telephones are disconnected. She stated that it was
important for parents to make sure that teachers have a way to communicate with them
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when the need arose. Teachers needed to communicate with parents for a variety of
reasons. In the next section, the reader will learn the many reasons why teachers
communicate with parents.
Teacher Category 2: Purposes of Communication
Like the parents in the study, the teachers also expressed that there were various
reasons or purposes for communicating with parents which included the following: (a)
informing parents about their child’s academic performance; (b) sharing things that
parents can do to help their children with academics and nonacademic interests; (c)
requesting that parents support the teacher; (d) providing feedback; and (e) sharing
insights about the curriculum and challenges ahead. The child was the central focus for
why teachers communicated with parents.
Informing parents about academic performance. One of the patterns in this
category dealt with teachers communicating with parents to inform them about their
child’s academic performance. This was voiced repeatedly by teachers who felt that it
was important to keep parents abreast of their child’s academic performance throughout
the year even when those conversations were difficult. One teacher explained that it is
hard to have conversations with parents when the parent’s belief about the child’s
performance is far above what the assessment data reveal. In talking about this, one
teacher shared the following:
Jeremy:

[I tell them] the child is not doing well and not performing at a
point… but we also have to look at what is before us. We have
to utilize all of the data that we have here, the test scores. Your
child may need extra assistance beyond what we can do in the
classroom. And that is difficult sometimes. It is very difficult
(Fogle Focus Group Interview, April 18, 2012, page 20).
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In speaking of extra assistance that the child may need beyond the classroom, this
teacher references times when he had to inform parents that their child might need to be
assessed for possible placement in a special education class. He acknowledges that these
conversations are difficult but necessary. Another teacher also spoke about the need to
have those honest, hard conversations with parents so that parents are aware of the child’s
actual performance. She commented:
Latasha:

I don’t know if you want to call it sugar coating it [but] if their
child is not meeting the…not on academic level, you don’t just
say, “Well maybe you know they’ll get this.” You put it out on
the table. “This is where your child is. You know there are some
things that we can do to get them a little further.” You don’t say
they are passing when they are really not. You know are just
laying it out on the table and being truthful and honest about
where their child is (Stroman Focus Group Interview, April 18,
2012, page 2).

In both excerpts, these teachers commented that it is important to present the
information to the parents as accurately as possible using a variety of data sources such as
test scores and class performance to substantiate those claims. Being anything less than
honest and direct is misleading and can result in problems down the road.
Another teacher summed it up as follows, “Tell parents everything—when
children are good, bad, about performances in the classroom. Just let them know what’s
going on” (Survey Data, October 2010, page 9). This teacher understands that it is
important for families to remain knowledgeable in every way about their children as this
is important in building relationship in which trust is at the core.
Sharing ways that parents can help with academic and nonacademic things.
The data offer evidence that teachers communicated with parents with the intention of
sharing strategies parents could use to help their children academically. Teachers spoke
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about giving parents simple tips during curricular nights held at the school to afford
parents strategies that they can use with their children using materials already available in
the homes. One teacher posited, “Giving them simple things that they can do. Like for
Math Family Night, we showed parents things that they can do with stuff they have
in their house” (Fogle Focus Group Interview, April 18, 2012, page 8). Other times
teachers commented that they invite parents into the classroom so that parents can see the
teacher working with the child. By doing this, teachers wanted parents to learn from
them how to best help the child. One teacher explains, “[I] invite the parent in to see
how you interact with them on that concept” (Stroman Focus Group Interview, April
18, 2012, page 3). By inviting parents in to see how she teaches a particular strategy, she
will enable the parents to work with their children at home using the same techniques.
Along this same line, another teacher shared that she gives parents strategies that
she uses that are proven to work with children. She finds that when she shares personal
examples with the parents, they are more likely to attempt those strategies with their
children. In explaining this, she mentioned:
Marla:

With parents if you tell them, “This is what I tried, or this is
what I know how to do. You try and if it works for you, you
tell me.” So they feel more at ease to want to try to help
(Stroman Focused Group Interview, April 18, 2012, page, 7).

Marla empowers her parents by giving them strategies that they can try at home. She
comments that when parents attempt to use one of the strategies and it works, parents are
more inclined to want to do more.
Others in the study shared their insight into things they do to assist their parents
with helping their children. For example, Jessica shared that she often suggests authentic
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ways that parents can engage their child in learning that is meaningful and relevant to the
children’s lives. She comments:
Jessica:

I know I tell my parents to try to come up with real things that they
can do at home like for example writing…so I tell parents to give
them real reasons to write. Give them a piece of paper and you
call out things you need to get at the grocery store and have
them write it (Fogle Focus Group Interview, April 18, 2012, page
13).

Teachers mentioned that it was important to communicate to parents the
importance of supporting their children in nonacademic activities. They expressed that
doing so may result in developing the child’s interest in activities that are normally not
addressed in the school context. For instance, if a child is a gifted artist, teachers felt that
parents should take the child to the art museum and exhibitions to nurture and support
that talent. One teacher shared the following:
Jeremy:

Help their child with their interest. A lot of children come to
school with interests outside of the school setting. Like we have
students that really like to draw, and so I encourage parents,
because I’ve seen some have a definite gifted ability in art. So I
encourage you [parents] to take him to the art museum. Get him
involved early in the things that he really enjoys because that
will only enhance his interest and maybe that’s something he’ll
look forward to doing in the future. So just things like that, it
doesn’t have to be per se the school work. Just anything you
see your child is good at or interested in, do what you can to
help support him or her in advancing that (Fogle Focus Group
Interview, April 18, 2012, page 13).

Teachers noted that it was important for parents to support their children in
academic and nonacademic ways. In doing so, teachers suggest authentic ways that
parents can support learning at home with items that are easily accessible. They also
wanted parents to nurture children’s nonacademic interests.
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Providing feedback. As evidenced in the teacher data, teachers commented that
it was important to provide parents with feedback. This feedback could be in response to
something that the teacher requested that the parent do to help his/her child, or it could be
feedback given in response to a question or concern that the parent may have. The next
two excerpts are of such. The teacher comments:
Drelin:

Provide parents with feedback. Sometimes you can actually tell
when a parent is working with a child. “I see you are working with
so and so, and they’ve made improvements in this area. So as long
as you encourage them [the parents] and give them positive
feedback, they are going to say, “If I can do this, I can do
something real” (Stroman Focus Group Interview, April 18, 2012,
page 7.)

This teacher explained how providing feedback can become a catalyst that encourages the
parent to continue to work with the child. She comments that when a parent does
something and it works, this helps the parent to feel empowered to do more. It is
important to let parents know that their efforts are beneficial to their children.
Continuing along the line of providing feedback, another teacher indicated that
she too provides families with feedback as soon as possible so that the parents know that
she is concerned about their child. She shared:
Joi:

I try to give feedback as close to when I get it as possible.

Michele:

Why is that important to you?

Joi:

To let them know that I am interested, and that I am taking the
time out. This says, “This is an issue and concern for you, and I
am going to address (Alston Focus Group Interview, May 24,
2012, page 7).

Her comments suggest that the timeliness of her response conveys an unstated message
about the emotional regard that she has toward the child and his/her parents. It was
important to her that parents understand that she is concerned about them and their child.
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In providing feedback, it is important that teachers offer explicit strategies as this is what
parents mentioned that they needed to help their children.
Sharing insights about the curriculum and challenges ahead. Another pattern
in this category substantiates that teacher communicated with parents to inform them
about the curriculum and the challenges that the child may face in a new grade. One
teacher said that she always explains to her parents the differences in the curriculum from
one grade to the next, because she wants parents to know what to expect. She wants
parent to know that certain grades are more challenging and require more effort. She
explained:
Tracy:

From second to third grade is such a big jump, and it is like a
whole different world. So up front I say, “This year will be
really tough. There will be a lot of things that your child is
expected to do that they are not quite ready for.”

Michele:

um hum.

Tracy:

We talk about how the standards change so much and how
much they are expected to know. Just sort of letting them know
up front (Fogle Focus Group Interview, April 18, 2012, page 13).

This teacher felt that this was important to inform the children as well as the parents
about the changes in the curricular demands to prevent any surprises in the future. She
felt that this helped parents understand the effort required to meet the demands of the new
grade level.
Teacher Category 3: Expectations of Communicating
Expectations for Communicating, another category in the theme Parental
Involvement as Communication, was evidenced in the data collected during the focused
group interviews and the survey data. From these sources, it became evident that there
were two specific expectations that teachers had of parents. Teachers communicated with
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parents with the expectations that parents would: (a) support teachers; and (b) do their
part to help the child, which meant helping with homework, volunteering at school, and
attending conferences and other school sponsored events.
Supporting the teacher. Teachers communicated with parents with the
expectation that the parents would support the teacher in helping the child advance
academically. From their comments, teachers suggested that this support could be
demonstrated in two ways. First, teachers wanted parents to align their expectations of
their children with the expectations that the teachers established. One teacher explained
that she tells parents, “This is what I am expecting your child to know, and this is
what I am expecting of you as the parent. We have to be on the same team for the
sake of the kid” (Alston Focus Group Interview, May 24, 2012, page 14). Along this
line, teachers felt that they had to make it explicit to parents what their expectations for
the child entailed. Teachers commented that once parents understood those expectations,
they tended to work well with the teachers to ensure that the child met the expected
outcomes. The following exchange illustrates this:
Marla:

You know most times when you tell the parents what you
expect, then they begin to expect what you expect.

Gloria:

Um hum.

Drelin:

They [parents] feed off of you.

Michele:

Okay.

Marla:

And for some reason, the parents who value education and who
want what’s best for their children, they think that whatever
the teacher says goes. So if the teacher’s expectations are here
[showing level with her hands] then I [the parent] am going to
make sure that this happens. (Stroman Focus Group Interview,
April 18, 2012, page 6).
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A second way that teachers expected parents to support them was by making it
easier for the teachers to do what they needed to do for the child. This could entail
allowing the child to stay afterschool for tutoring on skills the child had not quite
mastered, or this could mean that the parent helped the child with extra assignments that
the teacher sent home. One teacher explained:
Tracy:

They supported me in doing what I needed to do for that child.
So it may have been that I sent home something extra. It may have
been that I had them come after school. They [parents] were okay
with that, because they knew that they couldn’t provide that. But
they did support me in that, so I didn’t mind going the extra step
(Fogle Focus Interview, April 18, 2012, page 8).

Teachers in the study felt that when parents supported them, they inevitably supported
their children. When parents made sure that the children attended afterschool tutoring, or
completed homework, teachers felt that children benefitted.
Doing their part. Teachers expected parents to assume their responsibility in
helping their children. They wanted parents to “do their part” (Stroman Focus Group
Interview, April 18, 2012, page 5). In other words, teachers wanted parents to reinforce
concepts, help with homework, check homework folders, sign and return papers, etc....
Many of these things are standard forms of parental involvement. Teachers felt that by
keeping families breast of their child’s progress and the curriculum, that they were
helping parents to “do their part”. In describing what “their part to help” meant, one
teacher explained, “As a parent, check the homework, stay in touch with me as the
teacher, and make sure that we are on the same page with the homework, concepts,
the behavior, or what have you” (Stroman Focus Group Interview, April 18, 2012, page
5). It was easier for all involved when everyone worked together on a common goal.
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For some teachers, simple things like signing an agenda or sending follow-up
notes with questions or responses signaled to the teacher that the parent was at least
aware of what was occurring in the classroom, and this became synonymous with “doing
their part”. In discussing this, one participant explained, “Even though I don’t see you.
I haven’t seen you all year, your name is in this agenda… I don’t see you, but you
know what is going on (Stroman Focus Group Interview, April 18, 2012, page 11). For
this teacher, it was important that the parent signed the child’s agenda as this symbolized
that the parent was aware of what was happening in the classroom. Consequently, a
missing signature signified the opposite—that parents were not “doing their part”. Some
teachers in the study complained that some parents rarely checked their child’s
homework folders, and important notices were never sent back to the school. Expressing
her frustration, one teacher pointed out that some of the children in her class had
information in their homework folders from the beginning of school. This was
particularly frustrating in that several months have already passed and the papers were
still there. She protested, “I wish I had a folder to show you. Just papers still in there
from August. So that means… that lets me know that the parents didn’t even ask or
didn’t even bother to look” (Alston Focus Group Interview, May 24, 2012, page 11).
Other ways that teachers expected parents to demonstrate that parents were
“doing their part” was by reinforcing concepts and skills that the teacher previously
taught the children. One teacher comments, “I have your child all day, but when I
release your child back to you, do your part like I did mine all day. I want you to
reinforce things that I have done and taught to them all throughout the school year”
(Stroman, Focus Group Interview, April 18, 2012, pages 6-7). From this comment, it
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becomes clear that the teacher felt that parents had equal responsibilities in teaching their
children academic skills that the parents may, or may not, have specialized skills to
actually execute. Along this same line of thinking, others added that it was important for
the parents to help their children complete homework assignments as a way to promote
academic growth. One teacher commented that when parents work with their children at
home it becomes evident in the child’s performance and signals to the teacher, “the
parent is taking the time out to actually work with this student” (Alston Focus Group
Interview, May 24, 2012, page 9). Others in the study also stressed the importance of
families working with their children at home. Teachers from the survey commented that
it was important for parents to, “challenge them [children] at home and have them
show and apply what they've learned in school” (Survey Data, October, 2010, page
22). This meant that teachers expected the parents to ask their children about things that
they learned in school and have the children demonstrate their current knowledge.
Teachers also explained that “doing their part” meant that parents were visible onsite upon request from the teachers. Teachers communicated with parents with the
expectation that parents would attend school sponsored events. It was important to the
teachers in this study that parents came to the school for Family Fun Curricular Nights,
attend conferences, and volunteered as a demonstration of their commitment to helping
their children achieve academically. Time and again teachers pronounced that they
expected parents to support school sponsored events. One teacher remarked, “I expect
my children’s parents to visit the school regularly, check on their child via phone
calls, informal conferences, or classroom visits, send in needed items, volunteer, attend
school functions, etc…” (Survey Data, October, 2010, page 25). From this perspective,
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this teacher placed the onus of attending to the child’s academic wellbeing on the parents
with little regard to the important role that the teacher also has. Rarely acknowledged
were the social and economic barriers that prevented parents from fulfilling these
requests. These barriers included, but were not limited to, the parent’s employment
obligations, lack of transportation, or poor relationships with the school.
Roadblocks that Prevent Relationships Visible In Parent and Teacher Data
It was common among both groups—parents and teachers—that communication
is an essential component in parental involvement. As evidenced from the data, parents
and teachers used a variety of methods to inform each other about the children they
shared. Consequently, there were roadblocks or obstacles that infringed on the process.
In this section, the readers will learn about the roadblocks that often impede parents and
teachers from effectively communicating with each other. In addition, the readers will
also begin to understand what happens when the intended purpose for communicating is
misinterpreted by the other party. Finally, the readers will begin to comprehend what
happens when parents and teachers do not demonstrate the types of actions that the others
expect. In Figure 4.11 below, I provide a model of the roadblocks that circumvent the
communication efforts that parents and teachers used, and in the sessions following it, I
explain those roadblocks.
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Figure 4.11 Roadblocks that Circumvent Pathways to Communication

Roadblock #1: Unreliable Modes of Communication
According to the survey, 93% of the teachers responded that they used letters and
informal conferences to communicate with parents. What becomes problematic is that
teachers commented that sending letters home with students was not 100% reliable
because students sometimes lose them. One teacher explained, “I know the students
misplace them [letters], or they are not consistent with bringing them each day. So
it’s not a 100% accurate form of communication daily” (Fogle Focus Group
Interview, April 18, 2012, page 10). If the goal is to ensure that parents are notified of
what is going on with their children, and sending letters home with the child is not
reliable, then one begins to wonder what other alternatives may be used.
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Another alternative may be informal conferences, meaning conferences that are
unscheduled. Informal conferences provide additional pathways for teachers to
communicate with parents; however, teachers complained that the parents that they really
needed to speak with rarely came to the school. Little attention was given to the fact that
parents may not be visible at the school for a variety of reasons that are beyond their
immediate control.
Another method for communicating with parents included home visits. As
aforementioned, parents felt it was important for teachers to visit them in their homes.
Teachers saw the benefits of conducting home visits, but stated that they rarely visited
the homes of the children they teach. The benefits of visiting the homes of families,
according to teachers, included building relationships, learning more about the child and
his/her family outside of school, and sending the message to the child and the family that
the teacher cares (Stroman Focus Group Interview, April 19, 2012, pg. 14). Despite these
benefits, this method, according to the survey data, was the least likely to be used. Only
16% (12 out of 74) of the teachers said that they visited the homes of their children.
Concerned for their safety, teachers did not do home visits often. One teacher explains
why she is hesitant to conduct home visits. She states, “I am not saying that I don’t
trust my parents, but you never know what situation you might be putting yourself
into” (Alston Focused Group Interview, April 18, 2012, page 18). This teacher, a Black
female with less than five years teaching experience, was concerned for her safety and
did not want to be in jeopardy as a result of visiting the home of one of her students.
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Roadblock #2: Unintended Purposes
Parents and teachers initiated communication with each other for certain
purposes; consequently, those intended purposes were often misinterpreted by the other.
Teachers espoused the notion that they communicated with parents about their child’s
behavior because they believed that misbehavior negatively influenced the child’s
academic progress. One teacher explained, “It is crucial that I have the support of the
family to ensure the child's behavioral, social, emotional and academic success”
(Survey Data, October, 2010, page 15). Although teachers believed that they
communicated with parents about the child’s behavior with the intention of improving the
child’s academic performance, parents believed that it was for the purpose of informing
them about how bad their children were. One parent offered, “I think that the schools
really concentrate more on behavior issues than scholastics, and since we don’t have
like behavior children, you don’t get the phone calls all during the year and all of that
kind of stuff” (Mrs. Maybel, July 9, 2011, page, 29). This parent felt that much of the
correspondence from the teachers was mostly about the children’s misbehavior. Parents
in this study rarely recalled times when teachers simply called about something positive.
Another parent iterates that her child’s teacher rarely calls, but when she does, it is about
her son’s misbehavior. She explains, “But she [the teacher] calls…not often…but she
calls when she needs me to know that Jamal was acting up” (Tasha, July 6, 2011,
page 13). This type of correspondence became so regular that this parent began to expect
all correspondences from her son’s teacher to be in regards to her child’s misbehavior.
Later in the conversation, this parent went on to explain:
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Tasha:

They never call to say he is doing this, and he is doing good in
this. It’s always, “Well he’s acting up or he’s hitting.” Or
something like that.

Michele:

Um hum. How would you have felt if you had gotten one of
those calls that said that he was doing well in math?

Tasha:

I would have felt better (Tasha, July 6, 2011, page 14).

This parent, a well-intended person, began to ignore the barrage of calls from the
child’s school because the pattern already established was that the messages from school
would all be about her child’s misbehavior. This parent was interested in her child’s
behavior, but more importantly, she wanted to know about her child’s academic progress.
Parents in this study tended to see the calls about misbehaviors as negative. This is
particularly interesting in that many of the teachers in the study also commented that their
students’ parents expect to hear negative information and were utterly surprised and in
disbelief when teachers called with positive information.
During a focused group interview with the teachers at Fogle Elementary, they
shared examples of times when they called their students’ parents with positive
information and the parents were in disbelief. The following conversation transpired:
Tracy:

It freaks them out when you call for something good. “But
what did he do?” “No, I am just calling to let you know that I
am glad having him in my class.” You know that speaks
volumes, and then if you do call for something bad, then they
[parents] really believe that he must have really done
something bad. So starting out positive and letting them know,
that helps.

Michele:

Okay. So do you make those kinds of contacts early on or
throughout the year?

Tracy:

Throughout.

Michele:

Okay, okay. And families are shocked by that?

Jessica:

Always.
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Tracy:

Yeah, cause they expect to hear…oh my gosh what did he do.
“Oh, no I am just calling to say…” And they go, “Oh really.
Oh thank you” (Fogle Focus Group Interview, April 18, 2012,
pages 4-5).

The teachers in the study shared the importance of beginning the school year by
sharing positive information with parents about their children. They felt that this made
parents more acceptable when they had to relay negative information in the future. They
warned against the backlash of having the first contact with parents about something
negative that the child did. They also shared the importance of being cognizant to affirm
children throughout the year so that parents become more receptive when the teachers
called with negative news. One of the parents shared a story about a time when her sister
received a positive note from a teacher. The message had a profound effect on the parent
as it brought her to tears that the teachers would take the time to send a positive message
about something that the child was doing well. The parent shared:
Coach:

My sister got a postcard from Hillcrest. One of the teachers
said she just wanted to commend your child for the great work
she is doing in my class. And how she is doing so good. And
my sister was sitting there crying like you had a million dollar
check or like somebody died (laughter) (Coach, October 20,
2011, page 6).

Parents want to know that their children are doing well. When teachers share
these types of information with parents, barriers are destroyed and parents tend to want to
become more involved in their children’s schooling. For this parent, the positive note was
affirmation that the parent was doing something correct.
Roadblock #3: Undesired Expectations
There were underlying contradictions in what teachers and parents expected of
the other. For instance, teachers expected parents to regularly attend school sponsored
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events, such as Family Fun Curricular Nights, conferences, or even volunteer in the
schools. An affirmative message was conveyed to parents that they were adhering to
expectations when they regularly attended school sponsored events. One father speaks of
this. He comments that because he is regularly at the school, the teachers tell him, “I am
[You are] the best dad there is” (Jordan, April 23, 2011, page 7). Visibility in the
schools was met with positive responses, according to this parent.
The teachers in this study rarely acknowledged parents’ limitations, such as the
lack of transportation, work schedules, or inhibitions about schooling that prevent parents
from being visible on-site. Consequently, parents who do not have the flexibility on
their jobs to leave immediately are concerned that their lack of visibility at the
schools signals to the teachers that they are not good parents (Tasha, July 6, 2011,
page 11). This parent is quick to respond that on-site visibility and good parenting are not
synonymous. She wanted teachers to understand that her lack of visibility at the school
was not an indication of her commitment to her child’s education or her concern for her
child’s overall wellbeing.
Roadblock #4: Deficit Perspectives of Parent’s Abilities
One hundred percent of the teachers in this study believed that the parents should
take an active role in their child’s education. However, there was not an exact definition
as to what the active role entailed. Teachers expectations of parents included, “attending
meeting, making sure homework is complete, support[ing] teachers with behavioral
issues, help[ing] support and encourage[ing] high expectations in school, behavior,
academics, and social life of the student” (Survey Data, October, 2010, page 22 ). What
becomes problematic is when teachers do not see parents as capable of helping their
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children in ways that matter. Several teachers in this study shared these sentiments. One
teacher commented, “I don’t feel like very many people know how to help their child”
(Fogle Focus Group Interview, April 18, 2012, page 8). This teacher is doubtful that her
students’ parents have the competence to assist their children at home. There is no
evidence that these claims are true, but since this is the perception that the teacher
currently has about the families, she sees them as incapable. As a result, she obligates
herself to work with the child afterschool for fear that the child will not achieve if she
does not. This same teacher goes on to state that she often asks her parents, “Can you
bring him after school and let me work with him on this, because he really needs it,
because you can’t do it at home” (Fogle Focus Group Interview, April 18, 2012, page
8). Other teachers in this study also held deficit views of parents’ abilities. Another
teacher made similar comments. This teacher stated, “Parents that I have had over the
years, they really couldn’t help their children much. They maybe didn’t have the
background [or] the educational ability to do that (Fogle Focus Group Interview April
18, 2012, page 8). Teachers, on the one hand, expected parents to work with their
children, but on the other hand, did not really think that parents knew how to do the job.
Summary of Parental Involvement as Communication
In summary, Parental Involvement as Communication was a central theme in both
the parent and teacher data sets. Both groups believed that communication was essential
in building positive sustaining relationships that benefitted all involved. As such, both
groups used a variety of modes to communicate, communicated for certain purposes, and
expected actions on the part of the other as a result of communicating. Consequently
roadblocks arose when the intended meaning of one group was misinterpreted by the

162

other. Despite that however, it was evident that the child was the central concern for
communication in the first place.
Parental Involvement as Networks of Support
Parental Involvement as Networks of Support was a theme that was unique only
to the parent data in this study. I categorized a total of 27 patterns in this theme. Of
these 27 patterns, 37% were categorized as parents are involved in unique ways; 33%
were classified as parents form networks to provide kinship care; and 30% were
classified as parents work against ideologies. Figure 4.12 summarizes the percentage of
each of the categories in the parent data within the theme Parental Involvement as
Networks of Support.

Column1

30%
37%

Involved in Unique Ways
Providing Kinship Care
Working Against Ideologies

33%

Figure 4.12 Categories within the Theme Parental Involvement as Networks of Support
Findings from the study revealed that parents demonstrate their involvement in
ways that were feasible to them. This could entail providing their children with the
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necessary resources such as, books and supplies, or it could entail providing the children
with narratives about the importance of education. Parents also intentionally exposed
their children to things outside of school as a way to support them. These patterns are
discussed in the category titled, “Parents are Involved in Unique Ways”. Findings also
revealed that families offer support networks to their children in a variety of ways. For
instance, families reconfigured their households to ensure the safety of the entire family.
This reconfiguration could be permanent or temporary and was done to benefit the
children involved and the family unit as a whole. This category, “Parents Network to
Provide Kinship Care”, will help the readers begin to understand that the academic
success of Black children is not the sole responsibility of the household in which the
child lives, but extends across several households of distant relatives as well as nonrelatives. In this section, I also highlight the many ways families in this study used their
collective power to advocate for their children. Finally I share ways that Black parents
attempt to counter the negative perceptions that are often associated with them. This final
category is titled, “Families Work against Ideologies”. In discussing these categories, I
use the most salient data excerpts that most clearly explain and describe each category.
Only a select few excerpts are used in each category.
Uncharted Pathways of Involvement
Section III breaks away from the structure established in the previous two sections.
In Section III I present the findings as new pathways yet to be understood by teachers.
These pathways are very evident in the homes of the families in this study; however,
teachers are unaware that these pathways are actual forms of involvement in many Black
homes. Despite that, educators must begin to acknowledge these alternatives forms of
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involvement as important practices that families do to support their children. It is also
important for educators to realize that parents are different from one another and their
methods of involvement will certainly need to be different as well. Patricia Edwards
(2010) helped us to understand this. She coined the terms “differentiated parenting” and
“parentally appropriate” to help us understand that parents are different from each other,
and that parents demonstrate their involvement in ways that are compatible with their
capabilities. As such, in the sections that follow, I share patterns in the category Parents
are Involved in Unique Ways to help the readers begin to understand the nonstandard
ways that families support their children outside of the school setting.
Category #1: Parents are Involved in Unique Ways
In talking with the families in the study, it became obvious that all of the families had
similar goals for their children. All of the families wanted their children to do well in
school and in life. Although they all shared similar goals, parents had different ideas and
different ways that they went about accomplishing those goals. Some parents believed
that it was important to provide their children with the necessary “tools” for learning.
Others felt that supporting their children’s dreams and aspirations were important.
Finally there were parents who believed that promoting a college or career bound culture
while their children were young was beneficial. These patterns are discussed below.
They provide tools or stories. The ways that families define involvement and
engaged in their children’s academic lives encompassed a broad range of activities that
extended beyond the school walls. These nonstandard ways are often not recognized by
teachers as valid forms of parental involvement. Families in this study mentioned some
on-site activities such as attending conferences and volunteering in schools; they also
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mentioned teacher initiated activities such as helping with homework, signing papers,
and reading to their children. What is important to acknowledge here is that parents’
definitions also included other activities that extended beyond the school walls. A case in
point comes from one of the grandfathers in the study. He shared that it was his
responsibility to send his children to school prepared to learn. For him, this might entail
providing them with the right “tools” or supplies, and stories (Wendalls, July 7, 2011,
page, 30). This grandfather, Mr. Wendall, was raising five of his grandchildren whom he
and his wife adopted when the children’s parents were no longer able to provide for
them. Mr. Wendall expressed that it was important for his grandchildren to have the right
“tools” necessary for learning. By his account, the “tools” were not only the tangible
items that children needed to have but also the knowledge of how to negotiate schooling.
He spoke about the need for his grandchildren to know how to “act” in school. For him,
that meant displaying a level of respect for themselves, the family, and their teachers. He
said, “Having the right attitude was just as important as having paper, pencil and
books” (Wendalls, July 7, 2011, page7). Each morning before he dropped them off to
school, he reminded them, “less talking and more listening” Wendalls, July 7, 2011,
page 31). He believed that they would achieve more if they followed that simple rule.
Many of the families, like Mr. Wendall, felt that education was one of the ways
that people got ahead, meaning one of the ways that people could earn a job to provide
for themselves. One parent said that she tells her child daily what she expects. She
stated, “You have to learn what the teacher is teaching you. The only way to do this is to
stay in school and do your best” (Mrs. Elouise, December, 19, 2011, page 9). These
stories set the expectations for acceptable behaviors in the absence of the families. They
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also helped the children to understand their parents’ beliefs about what education could
do for them. Family members expected the children to adhere to those family rules at all
times.
They establish a college or career bound culture. Of the parents interviewed,
three of the nine had earned a college degree. One mother had her Masters; one had a
Bachelor’s of Arts degree, and one had an Education Specialist degree, one father had at
least one year of college experience, but dropped out of college to support his family.
One mother was currently attending a technical school seeking a degree so that she could
become a technician at CVS (a national pharmaceutical chain) (Field Notes, August 19,
2011). None of the grandparents in the study had any college experiences. Despite the
fact that for many of the families in the study, college was not a possibility, they wanted
that for their children and grandchildren. They wanted their children to graduate from
high school and go on to attend college stating that children need a college degree to
make it in the world (Field Notes, August 19, 2011).
One father shared that he is intentional in making sure his children know that he
expects them to attend college after high school. His children are five, eight, and ten
years old. He shared that he impresses upon them the urgency of getting an education.
This father has already established a college bound culture in his family. His children
already know that after high school, it is his expectation that they will go on to college.
The following conversation records this.
Jordan:

It’s just college after high school.

Michele:

You’ve talked to them, even your five year old about that?

Jordan:

Yeah. They know college after high school.
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Michele:

Okay. Are they talking about what colleges they might go to?

Jordan:

The oldest one the University of Florida (Jordan, April 23, 2012,
page, 10).

As a way of exposing his children to the different colleges and universities, this father
often takes them to sporting events at the local colleges and universities in the town in
which he lives and also neighboring cities. In this way, they become aware of the
universities that exist out there.
Establishing a college bound culture was also evident in the homes of others in
this study. One mother shared that she stresses to her daughter that the mindset about
college begins now. She shared her thoughts in the following manner:
Coach:

My children know that education comes first before anything,
because without no education, you can’t get anywhere. My
daughter [is] in the 8th grade. We have been talking about college
since she was in the 4th grade. I talk to them about it, and that’s
to encourage them. You know that when they are younger, you
get them excited about it. I let them know that going to college
starts now. It doesn’t start when you get in high school. It start
now. She wants to go to Yale and become a lawyer (Coach,
October 20, 2011, page 3).

Helping children make the connection that their future aspirations begin with the
schooling they receive now was important to families. One grandmother shared that
education was extremely important as it would give her grandson options in the world.
This grandmother shared similar desires for her grandson to attend college so that he does
not have to rely on illegal methods to support himself later on in life. She shared that she
tells him that she wants him to have opportunities in life that she did not have. She
commented, “Get an education. Go to college. Do something for his life. I don’t want
him on the street or selling drugs. I want him to [get an] education, to do what I
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never did. To went to college” (Mrs. Elouise, December 19, 2011, page 9). Through the
stories and by providing them exposure to college campuses, these adults wanted to
convey to their children the importance of getting a high school and then college
education. They believe that by talking to the children about college when they are
young, the children become excited by these possibilities, and it also makes it easier for
the parents to direct their children’s footsteps on pathways that will make college a part
of their children’s future.
They support children’s aspirations. Parents in this study demonstrated their
involvement by exposing their children to things outside of the school, such as museums,
parks, ballet, colleges, universities, etc… They understood the importance of providing
learning experiences that extended beyond the walls of the school. Parents in the study
were intentional in doing so as they believed that these experiences would support their
children’s aspirations later on in life. One mother in the study shared that she often took
her children to museums, plays, ballet performances, and other events that she felt would
make her children well-rounded. This mother explained that she wanted her children to
know a lot. She wanted them to see things not included in their everyday environment.
She went on to explain that some things are not in books, so she intentionally took them
places (Field Notes, December 10, 2011). During the course of the study, I had the
opportunity to attend a ballet performance of The Nutcracker with this parent and her two
children. Figure 4.13 is of the performance, and Figure 4.14 is of the family attending the
performance. This mother shared that her oldest child is interested in the fine arts and that
taking her to the ballet is a way to support her daughter’s aspirations of becoming a
dancer. (Field Notes, December 10, 2011). She explained to me that her daughter could
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read about a ballet in a book, but giving her exposure to a real ballet will have a lasting
effect.

Figure 4.13 Nutcracker Performance
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Figure 4.14 Family Attending The Nutcracker
Category 2: Families Network through Kinship Care
Several of the families that I visited were comprised of grandparents who took on
the responsibility of rearing their grandchildren when the children’s biological parents
were unable to care for them. In talking with these grandparents, it became clear that
kinship care was a social construct to counteract calamities— unemployment,
homelessness, drug abuse, mental illness, disabilities—that could destroy the family’s
stability. Kinship care, which emanated prior to Black people’s experiences in America
and continued throughout their enslavement, is not a new social structure in Black
communities. Kinship care places the responsibility of rearing children on extended
family members or a person with close nonfamily ties to each other (Gibson, 2005). The
families in this study shared the ways that they networked to ensure the child’s safety and
academic achievement. For instance, they reconfigured their homes through temporary
or permanent placement of family and nonfamily members. They pooled their resources
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to ensure the safety of their children. Because they knew that the academic achievement
of their children was not the sole responsibility of the members in the home in which the
child lived, they formed networks with other family members to ensure that children
achieved academically. These patterns are discussed below.
They reconfigure their households. The grandparents in my study believed one
of their responsibilities in helping their grandchildren do well in school was to provide a
safe place for the children to stay. These families wanted to keep their grandchildren “out
of the system,” meaning that they did not want the children to end up in foster care.
Providing a safe environment was not mentioned by teachers as a way that families
demonstrated their involvement, but for the families, this was an important factor. In
fact, several of the families reconfigured their households by taking in other family
members. Sometimes the arrangements were temporary; other times they were more
permanent. As a way to helping out his mother, one grandmother spoke about how she
became the sole provider of her grandson. Her grandson’s mother took on a job that
required her to work during the night. This posed a problem in that no one would be at
home with the child who was just a baby at this time. The grandmother took the child in
as a way to ensure his safety. She explained, “His momma had to work. She asked me
to keep him. I thought it was just for the weekend, but she brought him like
November 7th, and I had him ever since November 7, 2002” (Mrs. Elouise, June 9,
2011, page 1).
During the course of this study, this same grandmother reconfigured her home
two other times. In April of that year, she took in a granddaughter and great grandchild
when the granddaughter lost her job and needed a place to stay. This arrangement was a
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temporary arrangement in that the granddaughter and her child moved out six months
later when the she found a new job and apartment (Field Notes, April 17, 2011). Another
time, this grandmother reconfigured her home when she allowed another grandchild to
stay with her to finish out the school year. The child’s mother was pursuing a college
degree and had to relocate to a neighboring city. Because it was so close to the end of the
school year, this mother did not want to transfer the child to a new school so late in the
year. As a result, the child moved in with her grandmother to finish out the year. At the
end of the academic year, the grandchild moved with her mother (Field Notes, April 17,
2011).
Other grandparents in the study also detailed how they provide kinship care for
their grandchildren when necessary. Mrs. Maybel is currently taking care of her
granddaughter, Daisha while Daisha’s mother is out on the road as a long distance truck
driver (Field Notes, June 9, 2011). This same grandmother helps her daughter Nicole,
who recently had a stroke, allowing Nicole and Nicole’s two children to stay with her
periodically (Field Notes, June 9, 2011).
Category 3: Families Work against Ideologies.
Stuart Hall (1992) informs us that ideologies provide the framework through
which we make sense of our social existence. Many of the families in the study believed
that teachers held certain ideologies about poor children—many of which cast the
children in negative ways. As a response to this, many of the families were adamant
about doing things that were in opposition to those negative ideologies.
Clean children and caring parents are not synonymous. Parents were
convinced that teachers taught into the beliefs that they held about children. If a child
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came to school unkempt, parents felt that teachers would not put forth much effort into
providing the best possible education for that child, and they felt the opposite was also
true. One parent shared, “When my child goes to school, I want him clean from his toe
to his head. I mean groomed nice and clean” (Mrs. Elouise, June 9, 2011, page 21).
She goes on the share that sending her child to school immaculately dressed was a way to
signify that she cared. Doing anything less, according to this grandmother, may result in
the teacher not treating the child fairly or with respect. She said that the outer appearance
sends certain messages; therefore, she wants teachers to dismantle the perceived belief
that dirty children have parents who do not care about them (Mrs. Elouise, June 9, 2011,
page 21). This belief is not unfounded. In speaking with several teachers, they too said
that they knew that parents were involved “when the child comes to school clean and
well-fed” (Stroman Focus Group Interview, April 19, 2012, page 10). One teacher
explained, “I kind of think of parental involvement as the child is coming to school.
They are clean. They are fed. They are not hungry…So I think that if you see a
clean child, you see a child who is well fed, and a child who is ready to learn then the
parent is involved (Stroman Focus Group Interview, April 19, 2012, page 10).
Poor children can learn. Families also fought against the ideology that poor
children cannot do well in school. The families I spoke with talked about the importance
of getting an education. They made it known to their children that the quality of the
education they received is important for future attainment. These parents held high
expectations and worked relentlessly in different ways to help their children achieve
those expectations, even when it was something they did not understand or could not do
themselves. At times the families relied on others to assist the children with homework
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or to provide extra assistance in academic, social, and emotional areas in which the child
struggled. The parents willingly acknowledged their limited understanding of the
changing curriculum, but also made a point of saying that they supported the teachers,
because they wanted what was best for their children. One grandmother shared that
sometimes she was not able to help her grandson with his homework; therefore, she
relied on other family members who lived in different states to help him over the phone.
She explains, “I get on the phone, and I will call up my niece. And what I can’t do, I
call my grandchildren in Georgia or where ever to get the help I need and stuff like
that” (Mrs. Elouise, June 19, 2011, page 18).
All of the parents wanted their children to do well in school. There was a sense of
urgency in that families wanted their children to take advantage of their educational
opportunities now, and to know that if they did not do well now, it would hurt them in the
future. For instance, many of the parents required that there children bring home good
grades. To parents, grades were a marker for academic success. One parent expressed
that she expected her children to bring home A’s and B’s. Anything less was not
acceptable. She commented, “Now in my house, we can’t make C’s. A “C” means you
can do better” (Coach, October 20, 2011, page 7). Making good grades was reiterated by
others in the study as well. One father shared that he and his wife want their children to
get good grades in school. Nonetheless, their expectations meet each child’s abilities.
This father shared, “For my oldest one, nothing less than an A. He has to have all A’s.
No B’s. All A’s. For the other one, she [my wife] wants all B’s, but he gets C’s
sometimes (Jordan, April 23, 2011, page 6). They understand that children are different
with different abilities; therefore, these parents set goals that are appropriate for each
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child. Parents celebrated and rewarded their children when they did well in school.
During one of the home visits, one of my parents shared just how proud she was of her
child for achieving an award. She asked me to take a picture of it because this meant he
was achieving (Field Notes, June 19, 2011). Figure 4.15 is a photograph of the child
holding one of the awards he received at the end of the school year.

Figure 4.15 Zaekwon’s Award
The parents in this study wanted teachers to know that poor Black children can
and do learn just like everyone else. These parents support their children, reward them,
and stress the importance of getting good grades in school. They supported their children
in appropriate ways.
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Summary of Parental Involvement as Networks of Support
In summary, this theme, Parental Involvement as Network of Support, was unique
only to the parent data in this study. Within this theme, parents shared the ways that they
take on activities that are appropriate and feasible to their unique situations. They also
described how they provided kinship care as a way to support the entire family unit.
Finally, they helped the readers begin to understand the ways that parents work against
ideologies that cast poor Black children in a negative light.
Summary of Chapter Four
In this chapter I introduced a metaphor of pathways and roadblocks to parental
involvement. I used data excerpts to help construct for the readers themes that families
and teachers mentioned as important. I also shared the roadblocks that impede those
pathways and highlight times when teachers’ actions contradicted their words. What
becomes clear is that there is a mismatch between teachers’ and families’ definitions of
support and a clear lack of knowledge on the part of teachers of what families actually do
that is supportive of their children. In the next chapter, I continue that metaphor by using
it to guide the organization to discuss key ideas across the findings in this study.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND NEW QUESTIONS
A long line of research over several decades has documented that parental
involvement impacts academic achievement. Some of the earlier and more controversial
studies, such as the Coleman Report (1966), have shaped the field of education by
shedding light on the importance of families in their children’s education. More recent
studies have also documented the positive contributions that families have on
achievement, discipline, and attitude toward homework (Hoover-Dempsey et. al., 2005;
Trusty, 1999; Galloway and Sheridan, 1994; Ma, 1999). However, it is also documented
that the support provided by families in homes and communities different from those of
the teachers is too often not recognized or appreciated, particularly by middle class
teachers who teach children from Black, low income communities (Sleeter, 2001; LopezRobertson, Long, and Turner-Nash, 2010).
In this study, the goal was to strengthen this already existing but limited body of
research by adding the voices of Black families and Black and White teachers from a
rural school district in the southeastern US, as much of the literature in this regard is
situated in urban contexts (Semke and Sheridan, 2012; Milner, 2008; Kinloch, 2009,
2011, and 2012) I spent 13 months visiting and interviewing nine families and eight
elementary teachers across three different schools in a district in rural South Carolina.
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During the months that followed data collection, thematic analysis (Marshall and
Rossman, 2011) of teacher and family data sets helped me to better understand these data
in relation to the questions that framed the study. The study asked:


In what ways do nine Black families in the rural South describe involvement
in their children’s literacy education?



What are those Black parents’ perceptions of how schools relate to them and
how teachers interact with them with regard to the issue of parental
involvement?



What are teachers’ perceptions of Black parents’ involvement in their
children’s literacy education? What are their perceptions of their interactions
with Black parents?

This chapter provides a close examination of the findings shared in Chapter Four
to discuss (a) key ideas that should guide our work with educators and families and (b)
implications for other educators and families. Thus, in the first section of this chapter, I
will discuss the five key ideas that I constructed based on my review of the study’s
findings. That will be followed by a discussion of implications for administrators, k-12
educators, teacher preparation programs, and the families, all of whom may turn the
knowledge gained from this study into action. The chapter closes with suggestions for
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future research.
Key Ideas: Creating New Pathways
In this section, I will continue the metaphor begun in Chapter Four to discuss key
ideas across the findings in this study. I believe each key idea to be foundational to the
new pathways that I suggest as implications in the second half of this chapter. From this
research, an overarching key idea is that it matters less whether a teacher is Black or
White; it matters more for a teacher to be able to value different forms of parental support
and parenting as valid and effective and then be able to use that knowledge to inform
views of families and negotiate mutual support of students in and out of school. This key
idea points to the notion that valuing different forms of parental involvement transcends
racial lines. This is important to note because it is my experience that educators of all
races have been carefully taught to value certain forms of parental involvement while
devaluing or not even recognizing other forms that are equally effective and necessary.
Implications from this study indicate the need for educators to unlearn embedded
institutional practices and beliefs of parental involvement and broaden their
understanding of the many ways that Black families actually demonstrate their support
for their children. This study joins many others in the field in suggesting that educators
must become cognizant of when they are operating with cultural blinders that marginalize
other ways of supporting students and then work to dismantle those blinders and use
resulting insights to challenge institutional practices that are based on narrow norms.
Findings constructed from this study lead me to a discussion of the following key ideas:
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The term, “parental involvement” is limiting and does not take into
account the extended family and community of supporters in children’s
lives.



Respectful relationships between families and schools are essential.



School climate sets the tone for family/community involvement.



There must be a mutual negotiation of support for children at home and at
school



Caring must be defined by multiple cultural norms.

Figure 5.1 is a display of these key ideas in relation to the questions that guided
the study (blue boxes) and the categories/findings constructed through my analysis of
data (red boxes). The green text boxes list the key ideas that I developed based on an
overall review of the findings.
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Families are Involved in
Unique Ways
In what ways do nine Black
families in the rural South
describe involvement in their
children’s literacy education?

Families Provide Kinship
Care

Families Work against
Ideologies
What are those Black parents’
perceptions of how schools relate
to them and how teachers interact
with them with regard to the issue
of parental involvement?

Parental Involvement Does
not Take into Account the
Extended Family and
Community Supporters in
Children's Lives

Families Want Nonjudmental
Relationships
Families Want Mutual
Respect

Respectful Relationships are
Essential
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Teachers Must Demonstrate
Reliability
What are teachers’ perceptions of
Black parents’ involvement in
their children’s literacy education?
What are their perceptions of their
interactions with Black parents?
Figure 5.1 Key Ideas
Based on Findings in
this Study

Communication is Essential

School Climate Sets the Tone
for Family/Community
Involvement

Teachers Demonstrate
Personal Regard

Caring Must be Defined by
Multiple Cultural Norms

Teachers Want Mutual
Respect

Mutual Negotiation of Support
for Children at Home and
School

Figure 5.1 Key Ideas Based on Findings in this Study

Key Idea #1: The term, “Parental Involvement” is Limiting and Does not Take into
Account the Extended Family and Community of Supporters in Children’s Lives.
When I entered the study, I wanted to gain a better understanding of parental
involvement from the perspectives of teachers and parents. As I began to understand what
the data from this study exposed, I began to question whether the term parental
involvement was accurate in describing what the nine families in this study reported that
they did. I also argued that if teachers and administrators continue to operate from the
standard beliefs of parental involvement and parenting, then we would inevitably miss
the broader ways that families support their children in and out of schools.
The data from this study revealed that teachers described parental involvement as
an extension of school activities. By this, I mean that teachers wanted parents to “attend
parent/teacher conferences, visit classrooms, assist with homework, attend field
trips, and read to their children (Survey Data, October 2010, page 22). Teachers’
notions of involvement were very traditional in the sense that teachers wanted parents to
“do schooling” at home or come to the school to assist in doing schooling there. Although
parents described their involvement in very similar ways, what is most compelling is that
the parents’ descriptions also included aspects of support that were not extensions of
school activities but were crucial to helping children negotiate schooling nonetheless.
The parents in this study described their involvement in what I now term
“familial support.” In defining familial support, I mean that these nine Black families
operated in ways that were necessary in sustaining and maintaining the emotional,
physical, psychological, and cognitive well-being of the child, which is turn supported
the family unit as well. In general, familial support means that these nine Black families
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ensured the overall well-being of its members by drawing on the collective resources of
all of the members and nonmembers in its various networks. Familial support is unique,
individualized, and based on the needs that exist in the family. As evidenced in the data,
these families provided familial support when they taught their children strategies for
negotiating the integrated world of schools. For example, one grandparent, Mrs. Elouise,
explicitly shared with her grandson the importance of having “the right look” as there
will be others who are not intimately familiar with him and who will form opinions or
buy into beliefs, whether negative or positive, about him simply based on the outer
accoutrements.
The families in this study supported their children in ways that were feasible to
them, a finding of this study that supports other research (Edwards, 2010). Because
families supported children in ways that were feasible to them, educators must begin to
recognize that familial support will differ across space, time, and contexts. This means
that because of their individuality, families may, for various reasons, go about
accomplishing their goals very differently. This also means that teachers and parents
must negotiate ways that children can be supported in and out of school. Families
demonstrated agency by pooling their economic and social capita to support their
children. They forged networks with other family members and nonmembers to support
their children. In addition, parents offered narratives, provided tools, and provided
kinship care when necessary. Many such demonstrations go unnoticed, as they may be
considered nonstandard and different from the ways that most families in the
preconceived majority demonstrate involvement. Nonetheless, these families developed
smart, effective strategies to support their children. This is important to mention, because
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there were many barriers (transportation, employment obligations, and negative
experiences with schools themselves) that these families had to circumvent in order to
provide familial support.
Key Idea #2: Respectful Relationships between Families and Schools are Essential
but are Defined Differently or Not Accessed by Teachers Who Hold Deficit Views of
Families
Throughout the study, teachers and parents referenced the importance of
developing relationships with each other for the benefit of the children. Mutual respect
was a principle aspect that teachers and parents expected from each other. The following
were also essential in the relationships that parents expected to forge with teachers: (a)
parents did not want teachers to judge them, (b) parents wanted teachers to be respectful
of them and to honor their humanity, and (c) parents wanted teachers to trust that they
wanted what was best for their children. One grandparent made the point that it was
important for teachers to treat their students respectfully regardless of the students’ racial
backgrounds. She emphasized this point because she believes that the teachers at her
granddaughter’s school (mostly middle class, White women) would treat her grandchild
differently based on the child’s race. She comments, “When you are in Jackson these
kind of things [treating others respectfully] are very, very important to pass on to a
teacher because the majority of the teachers are White and you have a lot of black
students” (Mrs. Elouise, June 9, 2011, pg. 47). She goes on to explain, “It [respect] is
not about race. The child is a person just like you are a person. And when we look
into the world as it is, it’s like you want to be treated just right” (Mrs. Elouise, June
9, 2011, pg. 47).
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Many of the teachers in this study also wanted to forge mutually respectful
relationships with parents. Teachers wanted (a) to be on one accord with parents, (b) to
have parents to trust them, and (c) to have parents and students to respect them. Teachers
felt that these relationships were beneficial. In the following excerpt, one teacher shared
why developing respectful relationships with parents was necessary. This teacher
commented, “I believe one of the benefits is parents bond with me as well as their
child. They feel the school is an extension of their family, and they can come to it
feeling safe and welcome (Survey Data, October, 2010, pg. 12).
This key idea leads me to proclaim that trusting, respectful relationships are
built on the understanding that each party makes necessary, yet different contributions in
order to promote students’ school achievement. In order for these relationships to work, it
leads me to suggest the need for shared power, not power based on hierarchies due to
positions. By this I mean that parents and teachers have equal voices in decision making.
The teachers’ voices should not be the only voices that count.
Key Idea #3: School Climate, Attitude and Disposition Toward Families Sets the
Tone for Involvement and Relationships
Based on the data from this study, I assert that the school’s climate sets the tone
for family-school relationships. As the data in this study highlights, these parents wanted
to feel that they were a part of the school. The principal, as the instructional leader, is
essential in establishing the culture that exists in his/her school, the culture that ensures
families the sensibility of belonging (Brooks, 2012). When the tone of the school
conveys the message to parents that they are welcomed, parents tend to become involved
and stay involved. In the following excerpt, Ione, a parent in the study, came regularly to
the school because she felt that the teachers and principal wanted her there. She did not
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feel that she was an outsider. She recalls, “Whenever I went up there, and I had
questions or I had questions, you know they [principal and teachers] would talk to
me and um…they didn’t mind if I came and sat in the classrooms. I like the idea of
an open classroom, and I can just come in whenever” (Ione, June 8, 2011, page 7). It
is evidenced in this data that Ione felt that her opinion mattered; she believed that the
teachers and principal wanted her there. As a result, she was more inclined to
demonstrate her support of her children by coming regularly to the school. The opposite
was also true. When parents perceived that the ethos of the school was less than inviting,
parents stayed away. Consider the following data. Mrs. Maybel remembered a time when
a new principal was hired at the elementary school that her granddaughter attended. Prior
to the new principal being hired, Mrs. Maybel frequently visited the school to check in on
her granddaughter. This changed shortly after the new principal was hired. Mrs. Maybel
stated:
Okay I can say that when the elementary school got their new principal, my
intake was “the new warden”. [laughter] And it wasn’t that she was mean or
anything, but the structure of the school changed, and I didn’t go out there
much (Mrs. Maybel, June 9, 2011, page 30).
As evidenced in the data excerpt, this principal, or the warden, as this grandparent
refers to the principal, clearly established a culture that this grandparent felt was more
symbolic of a prison designed to keep the children in and unwelcomed visitors (parents)
out. The importance of the principal in establishing an inviting culture is a key idea also
discussed in other research, specifically Griffith (2001). Griffith (2001) reports that
school administrators can do the following to develop positive school communities: (a)
meet the needs of all stakeholders (students, faculty, parents, and community); (b)
regularly visit classrooms; and (c) advocate for school improvement. The type of
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relationships that school personnel forge with families is essential in developing a school
climate in which families feel that they are an integral part of the school, that they belong.
Key Idea #4: Caring and Involvement Must Be Defined by Multiple Cultural Norms
In this study, teachers shared that interpersonal relationships are important
because they benefit children educationally. Caring was a characteristic of those
relationships that most teachers in the study referenced. They felt that attributes of care
were important when working with children and their families. Teachers in this study
commented on their personal regard for the children that they teach. For example, one
teacher commented that he tries to assure parents of his good intentions towards their
children by becoming a type of surrogate father for his students. He mentioned that he
tells parents, “Once they [students] enter my door, they are now my child[ren],
nothing different. Your child is now my child, and I am going to treat them as such”
(Fogle Focus Interview, April 18, 2011, page 13). What is troubling, however, is views of
caring are conceptualized by cultural norms and may not take into account other cultural
norms that define caring differently. The following excerpt provides an example of this.
Michele:

Care is something that is different from person to person.
What are the signals that say, “Oh this parent really cares
about this kid?”

Joi:

Sometimes one of them [a signal] is the folder. Everything is
signed. I get this back every week (Alston Focus Interview, May
24, 2011, pg. 16).

For this teacher, a signature in the homework folder was a clear indication that the
parents cared. A folder stuffed with papers and no signature signaled that parents were
uncaring and unconcerned about the child’s education. This view of caring is defined by
one cultural norm and pays little attention to the fact that caring may be defined
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differently for others. When teachers operate from views that do not acknowledge other
ways of being as valid and equally important, children may suffer. It is my opinion that
caring must be defined by multiple cultural norms if equitable practices are to exist in
classrooms. Gay (2010) also discusses the importance of caring in her work. She
claimed that teachers who care about children set high performance expectations and will
settle for nothing less than high achievement.
Key Idea #5: There Must be a Mutual Negotiation of Support and What Support
Looks Like for Children at Home and at School

Parents have responsibilities, and teachers have responsibilities. Each is
necessary and important, but it is not until a clear understanding of these shared
responsibilities are actualized do children’s literacy trajectories shift toward their ultimate
potentials. When teachers attempt to involve parents in the standard ways of schooling
(helping with homework, volunteering, etc.), at times there has to be a negotiation
between the families and the teachers. This negotiation is necessary in that families are
best served and able to respond when teachers take into account each family’s unique
experiences. Take for example Nicole. Nicole is the twenty-seven year old mother who
recently had a stroke that left her with speech articulation problems. Nicole has a first
grader and a kindergartener. Each night, the girls’ teachers send home a reading
assignment with the request that Nicole reads twenty minutes to her children and sign the
reading log denoting that she did. For Nicole this request goes undone each night because
Nicole finds it extremely difficult to read to her daughters (Nicole, September 20, 2011,
Field Notes). The task clearly needs to be negotiated given these circumstances. For
instance, the teacher can send home books on cassette disks and ask Nicole to make sure
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that the girls listen to a story each night. Or the teacher can assign the girls a reading
buddy to read with them during lunch and then the reading buddy signs the log.
Consequently, the only way that the teacher will know that there needs to be a negotiation
is for the teacher to first know this family.
At first glance, engaging in these types negotiations with the families may appear
daunting for teachers, as this may be interpreted by teachers that they must create twenty
different invitations or homework assignments to meet the needs of the various families
of the children they teach. That is not my intended meaning. I am making the point that
the negotiation is more than simply matching the requests of the teacher with tasks
parents can do. The point that I am making is that it is crucial for teachers to first get to
know parents as individuals. In this way, teachers are then cognizant of the ways that
parents already support their children and can find reasonable alternatives for what needs
to be done. Some of the ways the data suggested that teachers might get to know parents
as individuals include visiting families outside of the school setting, attending family
functions, attending community sponsored events, becoming pen pals with families,
creating community maps, and creating family photo and essay journals. Ultimately, this
negotiation means that parents have a voice in what ways are feasible for them to be
support their children’s education.
These five key ideas provide insight into the implications that are discussed in the
next few sections. As such, the implications that I offer to school administrators, k-12
educators, teacher education programs, and families are done with the hope that they will
lead to actions that can transform schooling for minority children.
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Implications for School Administrators
Findings from my study suggest that there are significant differences between
some teachers’ views of what constitutes positive parental involvement in children’s
academic lives and the actual familial support that takes place in families and
communities. I believe that administrators have an important role in broadening teachers’
views of the supportive ways that families assist their children in and out of schools as
administrators work to create true school-family partnerships that really work. At the
center of such school-family partnerships are the relationships that honor the contribution
of all of its members to include the rich range of methods of support used by families and
communities. This understanding is necessary as my experiences have shown that some
teachers who grew up in low-income Black communities have had the “rightness” of
their family support taught out of them through teacher education programs or through
professional development or by just living as teachers in schools; they too sometimes
“learn” (are carefully taught) embedded institutional practices that do not tend to value
the contributions of certain populations, particularly poor, rural people of Color.
Administrators can be catalysts for change and thinking in new ways about issues
such as familial support or they can be barriers to it. The leader has vision for the school
and shapes the culture so that the vision can be achieved. The leader rallies his or her
team around that vision and offers support through time, money, and other resources that
make achieving that vision possible. As such, I offer the following implications for
school leaders specifically related to the notion of familial support.
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Make Sure that Families Know that the School Belongs to Them
Findings from the study evidenced that these nine families wanted to be a part of
the school; they wanted to feel that their opinions matter. Families in this study were
more compelled to come to the school when they felt that the school belonged to them.
One of the patterns in my teacher data: “we need you” suggests that teachers understood
the importance of establishing a culture of partnership with families; on the contrary,
teachers’ actions reflected that they did not fully internalize this belief. In most cases, the
partnerships that these teachers established with the families were one sided with teachers
having the onus of power and setting expectations for the children with little input from
the families. For instance, some of the teachers commented that relationships work when
the family’s expectations of their children were aligned to what the teachers expected.
The following exchange records this.
Marla:

You know most times when you tell the parents what you
expect, then they begin to expect what you expect.

Gloria:

um hum.

Drelin:

They feed off of you.

Marla:

And for some reason, for the parents who value education and
who want best for their children, they think that whatever the
teacher says goes (Stroman Focus Group Interview, April 19,
2011, pg. 17)

Another case that highlights the uneven balance of power and limited negotiation
comes from one teacher who was adamant that parents should, “do your [their] part”
(Stroman Focus Group Interview, April 19, 2011, pg. 7). By doing their part, this teacher
wanted families to reinforce what she taught. She goes on to say, “I want you [the
parent] to reinforce things that I have done and taught to them all throughout the
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school year” (Stroman Focus Group Interview, April 19, 2011, pg. 7). This data points to
the notion that this teacher wanted the parent to do school at home. For some families,
this may be feasible, but for others this may not be feasible. This leads me back to the
point that requests for involvement must be a negotiation between teachers, and the
families and a teacher’s deep knowledge of each family makes that negotiation possible.
A clear understanding of each partner’s roles and responsibilities must be established. It
also leads me to make the point that parents’ roles and responsibilities must be
individually defined. This will promote true partnerships in which families develop a
sense of belonging. I make the suggestion that schools need to develop equalitarian
partnerships with families and community members. Administrators must ensure that
families feel that the schools belong to them. Families want to know that there is a space
for them
Establish visitation norms. When families visit the school, they do not want to
have to wait hours on end to speak with the person with whom they need to speak;
however, schools cannot be wide open at all times either. With this in mind, it is
important to establish visitation norms and make sure that everyone is aware of them.
Families should have input in deciding these visitation norms. Some administrators do
not want teachers to be disturbed during prime instructional time. If this is the case,
families should be made aware of when teachers are available to meet. Other
administrators want families to have complete access to the school, meaning families can
come in at any time and visit the classes for extended periods of time as long as they do
not disturb student learning. This too must be clearly established early in the school year.
Some visitation norms may include the following:
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Check in at the front office, so that key personnel know that you are on campus.



Wear an identification badge.



Walk into any classroom and sit in the designated visitor’s seat in the back along
the wall.



Wait for a staff member to approach you before engaging in conversation.



Leave messages for staff in their mailboxes. You will receive a response within
24 hours.



Visit as often as you would like.
Value multiple languages in the school. It is important for families who do not

speak English as their first language to be made to feel a part of the school. This may
require that the school have interpreters readily available. It is very frustrating for
families when they have a concern or are seeking information, and they are not easily
understood. When sending written correspondences such as flyers, newsletters, and other
forms home to families, it is also important to make sure that they are written in the
family’s most preferred language. All information on the school’s website should also be
written in the languages of the families to whom the school caters.
Support Teachers in Learning from and with Families
Over and over in this study, it was clear that there were disconnects between what
teachers and families saw as involvement and support for children. When encouraged to
spend time in homes and communities to broaden their views, I found that the teachers
dispelled misperceptions of families and got to know families in humane ways.
Unfortunately there is little or no time built in the school day for teachers to visit families
to learn from and with them. Many of the teachers in this study who visited the homes of
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their families did so during their personal time on the weekends or after school. When
asked in what ways administrators could support them in learning from families, one
teacher commented that she would like to do more home visits if she could. She stated
that the administration at the school can assist her with this by giving her some free
time to visit families. She stated that school personnel can support her by allowing
her to, “Take some time out of our schedule to go meet the needs of that parent or
just let the parent know that we are trying to work together” (Alston Focus Group
Interview, May 24, 2012, page 4). When administrators merely mandate or encourage
teachers to conduct home visits it is not nearly enough. An important implication of this
study suggests that teachers must be supported in a variety of ways to ensure that they
can, and do, learn about their children and their families in and outside of the school
setting. The administrator has a pivotal role in providing this support. In helping
administrators put that support into action, the following suggestions are offered.
Provide time for teachers to learn from and with families. Because learning
from families is critical, it is important that administrators provide time and resources for
teachers to engage with families in their homes and in the community. Administrators
must begin to use time differently. Some of the teachers in this study, commented they
would do home visits if they had the time. Using professional development days to allow
teachers to visit families is an option so that teachers can do this during their normal
working hours. Another suggestion could be to build time into the daily teaching
schedule in which teachers can use their planning time to conduct home visits. Another
possibility might include providing release time during the year for teachers to visit
families.
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Provide compensation for teachers to learn from families. For some schools,
the aforementioned strategies may not be feasible or the time may not be convenient for
parents. Other alternatives could include providing monetary resources to teachers who
visit homes during their personal time. This could entail providing a stipend or incentive
for teachers as compensation. Another alternative might be for principals to offer teachers
time off during the school day for teachers to take care of their personal obligations and
then ask them to bank that time to be able to visit families on weekends or after school.
Provide human resources to assist teachers who want to learn from families
but believe it is unsafe. Several of the teachers in this study referenced their
vulnerability when they mentioned that they did not feel safe to conduct home visits
(Stroman Focus Interview, April 19, 2011, pg. 17). Their vulnerabilities were grounded
in their beliefs that their students lived in neighborhoods and homes that were extremely
dangerous and riddled with crime. Although this may be true, none of the teachers with
whom I spoke reported ever being attacked when visiting the homes of their children.
However, the perceptions they have are their realities. Thus, in addressing issues of
vulnerability, administrators can provide human resources to assist teachers who may be
worried about visiting homes alone. Administrators may hire a family liaison whose job it
is to assist families and schools in forging relationships. The administrator, guidance
counselor, or other staff could also accompany teachers during home visits.
Provide Professional Development Opportunities for Teachers that Focus on
Educating Children from Diverse Backgrounds
Time and again in this study, teachers espoused deficit views of the children and
their families. Their comments included many of the following:
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Parents that I have had over the years that really couldn’t help their
children much that maybe didn’t have the background the
educational ability to do that (Fogle Focus Group Interview, April 18,
2012, pg. 7).



Can you bring him afterschool and let me work with him on this
because he really needs it, because you can’t do it at home (Alston
Focus Group Interview, May 24, 2012, pg. 13).



I don’t feel like very many people know how to help their child (Fogle
Focus Group Interview, April 18, pg. 8).

These comments point to the fact that there is a chasm between what teachers
want to believe, “we need you as our partners” (Fogle Focus Group Interview, April
18, 2011, pg. 8) and what they actually believe, “you cannot do it” (Fogle Focus Group
Interview, April 18, 2011). These findings lead me to assert that one of the reasons that
there is dissonance between families and schools is because teachers are ill informed and
ill prepared to work with children and families from diverse populations. For teachers to
begin to understand issues related to the diverse population with whom they work,
teachers must be taught. Therefore, it is important for administrators to provide
opportunities for teachers to engage in site-based continuous professional development
that focuses on a variety of issues relating to sociocultural and anti-racist education. It is
also important for teachers to learn how to critique the work of those who stereotype low
income communities in negative ways. This is necessary to keep teachers from
solidifying ill informed, negative stereotypical views of families.
When offering professional development, it should be on-going as opposed to one
day, sit and get workshops (Donnelly, et al., 2005). The on-going format affords
teachers time to internalize what they are learning and to reflect on their current practices.
It also affords teachers opportunities to receive continuous feedback throughout the
learning process. One day workshops do not always shift perspectives. Professional book
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clubs are a format to provide professional development for teachers. Site-based semester
and yearlong classes are also great ways to afford professional development for teachers.
Offer professional book clubs focused on anti-racist education and parental
involvement. Professional development can take on the format of professional book
clubs. During book clubs, participants can all read the same book or participants can read
a variety of books all focused on the same topic and discuss salient points. During the
discussions, a facilitator ensures that each participant has an equal opportunity to voice
his/her opinions. This requires that discussion norms are established and agreed upon
beforehand. Some of the discussion norms that can be used are as follows:


Wait for the speaker to finish before sharing your opinion.



We can disagree, but we do not have to be disagreeable.



Be clear and concise in stating your point.



When possible justify your point with evidence.



Everyone has a right to be heard.



Everyone must contribute to the discussion.

Professional book clubs can be offered during school hours to ensure that teachers
are not burdened with having to stay additional hours after school. These book clubs can
also replace faculty meetings. One aspect of hosting professional book clubs that I would
caution administrators to consider is for administrators to take the stance as learner along
with the staff as opposed to facilitating the professional book clubs themselves. I learned
this lesson over the course of my administration. When I first engaged in this process
with a former staff, I facilitated the professional book clubs. I did not do a good job of
helping the teachers shift their thinking because they viewed me as telling them what to
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do. This is especially true when the topic under investigation is sensitive in nature, in
particular when discussing issues of diversity or racism. I now invite others in or have
one of the members from the school’s leadership team to facilitate the learning process.
This has been beneficial in that the teachers now view me as one of them, a learner
grappling with issues that need to be addressed. Some of the suggested texts that can be
used for professional book clubs or to facilitate discussions are provided in Table 5.1.
Table 5.1 Suggested Texts and Articles for Professional Book Clubs
Building Home-School Partnerships
Meier, D. (2002). In schools we trust: Creating communities of learning in an era of
testing and standardization. Boston: Beacon.
Allen, J. (2007). Creating welcoming schools: A practical guide to home-school
partnerships with diverse families. New York: Teacher College Press.
Allen, J. (2010). Literacy in the welcoming classroom: Creating family-school
partnerships that support student learning. New York: Teacher College Press.
Henderson, A. T., Mapp, K. L., Johnson, V. R., and Davies, D. (2007). Beyond the
bake sale: The essential guide to family-school partnerships. New York: The New
Press.
Sheldon, S. B. (2010). Parents’ social networks and beliefs as predictors of parental
involvement. The Elementary School Journal, 102(4), 301-316.
Trotman, M. F. (2001). Involving the African American parent: Recommendations to
increase the level of parent involvement within African American families. The
Journal of Negro Education, 70(4), 275-285.
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Morris, J. E. (2003). Bonding Black students, families, and community socioculturally.
Phi Delta Kappan, 68(5), 30-36.
Semke, C. A., and Sheridan, M. (2012). Family-school connections in rural educational
settings: A systematic review of the empirical literature. School Community Journal,
22(1), 21-47.
Myers, M. (2013). Finding common concerns for the children we share. Phi Delta
Kappan, 94(8), 40-44.
Meyer, J. and Mann, M. B. (2006) Teachers’ perception of the benefits of home visits
for early elementary children. Early Childhood Education Journal, 34(1), 93-97.
Mapp, K. L., (2003). Having their say: Parents describe why and how they are engaged
in their children’s learning. School Community Journal, 13(1), 35-64.
Jeynes, W. H., (2005). The effects of parental involvement on the academic
achievement of African American youth. The Journal of Negro Education, 74(3), 260274.
Hoover-Dempsey, K., and Sandler, H. M. (2005). Why do parents become involved:
Research findings and implications. The Elementary School Journal, 106(2), 105-130.
Gonzalez-DeHass, A., and Willems, P. P. (2003). Examining the underutilization of
parental involvement in the schools. School Community Journal, 13(1) 85-99.
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
Ladson-Billings, G. (2009). The dreamkeepers: Successful teachers of African American
children (2nd edition). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Edwards, P. A., McMillon, G. T., & Turner, J. D. (2010). Change is gonna come:
Transforming literacy education for African American students. New York: Teachers
College Press.
Gay, G. (2011). Culturally responsive teaching: Theory, research and practice (2nd
ed.). New York: Teachers College Press.
Nieto, S. & Bode, P. (2011). Affirming diversity: The sociopolitical context of
multicultural education (6th Edition). New York: Allyn & Bacon.
McIntyre, E., Hulan, N., Layne, V. (2011). Reading instruction for diverse classrooms:
Research-based, culturally responsive practice. New York, NY: The Guilford Press.
Villegas, A. & Lucas, T. (2002). Preparing culturally responsive teachers: Rethinking
the curriculum. Journal of Teacher Education, 53, 20-32.

200

Sleeter, C. (2001). Preparing teachers for culturally diverse schools: Research and the
overwhelming presence of whiteness. Journal of Teacher Education, 52(2), 94-106.
Paris, D. (2012). Culturally sustained pedagogy: A needed change in stance,
terminology, and practice. Educational Researcher, 41, 93-97.
Nasir, N. S. and hand, V. M. (2006). Exploring sociocultural perspectives on race,
culture and learning. Review of Educational Research, 76(4), 449-475.
Lee, C. D., Spencer, M. B., and Harpalani, V. (2003). “Every shut eye ain’t sleep”:
Studying how people live culturally. Educational Researcher, 32(5), 6-13.
Irvine, J.J. (2003). Educating teachers for diversity: Seeing with a cultural eye. New
York: Teachers College Press.
Gutierrez, K. D. and Rogoff, B. (2003). Cultural ways of learning: Individual traits or
repertoires’ of practice. Educational Researcher, 32(5), 19-25.
Anti-racist Education
Milner, R. (2008). Disrupting deficit notions of difference: Counter-narratives of
teachers and community in urban education. Teaching and Teacher Education. 24,
1573–1598.
Lynn, M. & Parker, L. (2006). Critical race studies in education: Examining a decade of
research on US schools. The Urban Review, 38(4), 257-290.
López-Robertson, J., Long, S., & Turner-Nash, K. (2010). First steps in constructing
counter narratives of young children and their families. Language Arts, 88(2) 93-103.
Lewis, A. E. (2001). There is no “race” in the schoolyard: Color-blind ideology in an
(almost) all-white school. American Education Research Journal, 38(4), 781-811.

Offer opportunities for teachers to take classes that focus on the sociocultural
differences that exist among students. Many teachers can graduate with a degree in
education without ever having to take a class focused on diversity, multicultural
education, or parental involvement (Villegas and Lucas, 2002). This poses a problem in
that many of these same teachers will begin careers in schools in which the population
that they serve is very different from their own (New Majority Report, 2010). As a
result, teachers are ill prepared to effectively employ strategies to address this diverse
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population. As a way of addressing this problem, administrators can contract with local
colleges and universities to provide courses that are geared toward diversity or any topic
that school faculty may wish to explore. Many such courses can be offered online or onsite with a visiting professor facilitating the sessions. Teachers can receive recertification
credits for participation. I would caution administrators to be highly selective of the
instructors and the courses that they choose to avoid perpetuating negative stereotypes.
The courses and course instructors should effectively address issues of diversity or
parenting and broaden already established norms. It is important that the course and
instructor provide a critical lens, so that difference does not become deficit. When
recommending courses, the following objectives should be considered as integral
components. The course should help participants:


Develop an understanding of the “rightness” of diverse homes and
communities and reflect that understanding in the development of
curriculum to validate linguistic, economic, racial, social, and cultural
differences.



Develop an awareness of and a validation for the contributions of
parents, families, communities, and peers in the learning process and
understand these contributions as foundational to the classroom
community.



Develop an understanding of the funds of knowledge that exists in
homes and communities and draw upon that knowledge to create
student-centered curriculum.
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Develop an understanding that there are a plethora of parenting styles
and ways for families to mediate learning.



Develop respectful classroom communities that honor the contributions
of all and acknowledge the cultural and social differences of its
members as assets rather than deficits.



Develop an understanding of the importance of knowing children, their
families, and their communities.

Offer opportunities for teachers to take classes that focus on anti-racist
education. In this study, parents espoused that they felt teachers judged them and their
children based on their race. Families equipped their children with the knowledge to help
them navigate the integrated worlds of schools. Sometimes parents taught their children
the strategy of avoidance to deal with teachers they perceived to be racist. In the
following excerpt this parent taught her child to ignore the fact that the teacher did not
like her and for her daughter to do well in school regardless of the teacher. This parent
commented, “Whether she likes you or not, do your work… when you go in that
classroom and she is teaching you what needs to be taught, you do your work, get
your grades. I don’t care if she ever likes you” (Coach, October, 20, 2011 pg. 2).
On the other hand, the teachers in this study, both Black and White, made colorblind comments. They talked about treating all children the same regardless of their
racial and economic backgrounds. They also described their efforts to make the
curriculum standards driven and neutral (Stroman Focus Interview, April 19, 2011,
page 15). This avoidance of race only serves to maintain current narratives that
marginalize people of Color.

203

As the teachers in this study demonstrated, race is such a hard topic to speak
about candidly; many people shun away from the topic of race in fear of appearing racist
or in fear of stirring up negative emotions. Schools should be safe places for teachers and
children to openly discourse about race and how to explicitly deal with racism in society.
Teachers tend to sanitize the curriculum so that controversial issues appear
uncontroversial. This ensures that politically correct topics are the only topics discussed
openly. Anti-racist courses should help the participants:


Develop an understanding of the historical, political, and educational basis
of race and racism and how these forces negatively impact access
provided for Blacks in our society.



Develop an understanding of the historical struggle that Blacks faced and
the resilience that Blacks developed to receive universal education.



Develop strategies to address racial inequities in schools.



Foreground issues of race and racism in schools and curriculum.



Challenge White normativity.

Administrators Must Grow Their Professional Knowledge about Children from
Diverse Populations
Every decision made at any level in a school is a reflection of the philosophical,
political and world-view of the decision maker. Administrators can be catalysts for, or
barriers to, change. As discussed earlier, administrators are critical in developing familyschool relationships. It is imperative that administrators continue to develop their
personal knowledge as a way to offer support to their faculty. Until the decision maker
honestly examines and expands, his or her philosophical and political ideologies, schools
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will remain as they are. When administrators engage in professional development, the
goals should require that administrators:


Review their own cultural beliefs and behaviors so they can broaden their
cultural responsivity to other people’s cultures.



Understand the impact of culture on individuals and systems.



Develop a diversity perspective.



Understand the development of culturally responsive perspectives and
pedagogy.



Understand what happens when educators are not culturally responsive.

The following list of resources in Table 5. 2 can be helpful for school
administrators.
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Table 5.2 Resources for Administrators
Book and Articles
Blumer, I. and Tatum, B. (1999) Creating a community of allies: How one school
system attempted to create an active anti-racist environment. International Journal of
Leadership In Education, (2) 3, 255-267.
Gay, G. (2000). Culturally responsive teaching: Theory, research, and practice. New
York: teachers College Press.
Gonzalez, N., Moll, L. D., Floyd-Tennery, N., Rivera, A., Rendon, P., And Amanti,
C. (1993). Funds of knowledge for teaching in Latino households. Urban Education,
29 (4), 443-470.
Kennedy White, K., Zion, S. and Kozleski, E. B. (2005). Cultural identity and
teaching. Denver, CO: National Institute for Urban School Improvement. Retrieved
on July 23, 2013 from
http://www.urbanschools.org/pdf/cultural.identity.LETTER.pdf
Neito, S. M. (2002). Equity and opportunity: Profoundly Multicultural Questions.
Educational Leadership, 60 (4), 6-10.
Noguera, P. A. (2003). How racial identity affects school performance. Harvard
Education Letter. Retrieved July 23, 2013, from http://edletter.org/past/issues/2003ma/noguera.shtml
Tatum, B. D. (1997). Why are all the black kids sitting together in the cafeteria?
New York: Basic Books.
Villegas, A. M. and Lucas, T. (2002) Preparing culturally responsive teachers:
Rethinking the curriculum. Journal of Teacher Education, 53 (1), 20-32.
Zion, S., and Kozleski, E. B. (2005). Understanding culture. Denver, CO: National
Institute for Urban School Improvement.
Websites
National Network of Partnership School, www.csos,jhu.edu/p2000/ppp/index.htm,
retrieved July 24, 2013
Family Improvement Network, www.finenetwork.org, retrieved July 24, 2013
Equity Alliance at http://ea.niusileadscape.org/lc, retrieved July 24, 2013
Center on School, Family, and Community Partnerships, www.csos.jhu.edu,
retrieved July 30, 2013.
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I do not attempt to offer an exhaustive list of possibilities, but offer suggestions
that administrators can use to begin the process of building home-school connections in
which families are made partners in the process of educating their children and schools
get to know families in ways that matter.
Implications for K-12 Educators
Findings in this study also have long range implications for K-12 educators. It is
the teacher with whom families will have the most contact and with whom they are
mostly likely to develop relationships. Because of this, teachers and families must form
partnerships that acknowledge the vital, yet different, contributions that each makes in
regards to the child’s education. As the participants in this study referenced, those
relationships should be like a rope in which each strand does its part to hold the rope
together.
The essential starting point for educating children begins with what children bring
with them to school. We know that children are steeped in cultural knowledge that is
embedded in their families. On the contrary, many teachers fail to acknowledge that they
too bring their own cultural knowledge into the classrooms, knowledge that is steeped in
their families. A teacher’s cultural self may be quite different from the children that
he/she teaches. Data from this study provides evidence that some teachers were aware
that their ways of being were different from their students’ ways of being, but teachers
failed to mention how they affirmed those differences and incorporated them in their
work with the students they taught. The following data from Drelin, a middle class Black
teacher who works in a predominately Black, low income school highlights this point:
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Michele:

So what can we learn by visiting families?

Drelin:

Their home life, the rules of their home, because the rules of
my home may be different. The way that they run their
household…lifestyles.

Michele:

Does that shift how you interact with the kids once you know?

Drelin:

It doesn’t shift how you interact, but it gives you awareness,
but your teaching doesn’t change (Stroman Focus Interview,
April 19, 2012, pg. 14).

In this excerpt, this teacher gains cultural awareness of the differences that exist
between her home and the homes of her students, but the teacher fails to see how those
differences can be used to inform her curriculum. Boutte asserts, “To achieve effective
parental involvement in classrooms and school, teachers and administrators will need to
increase their cultural awareness about the many different patterns of parenting, which
now exists” (1999, pg. 234). In understanding this, I asset that teachers must become
culturally aware and more reflective of their practices; this process begins, in my opinion,
with an analysis of themselves as cultural beings. I assert that guided self-reflection
helps us to understand how membership in various social and cultural groups informs
who we are. What follows are implications that K-12 educators should consider and act
upon. The strategies that follow are not intended to be a checklist nor do I propose that
these strategies alone will make any teacher more receptive to issues of diversity. What I
am recommending is that teachers who are truly passionate about educating all learners
must begin to draw on the individual, yet collective cultural knowledge that children
bring into their classrooms each day. In other words, what I am proposing are
opportunities for teachers to truly interrogate and debunk stereotypical views that
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position children of Color in marginalizing ways. I suggest that teachers first engage in
these activities for themselves and then weave these engagements into their work with
children and families.
Learn about Our Personal Selves
Findings from this study point to the fact that teachers need to know more about
the cultural backgrounds of the children and their families in order to begin to understand
the many ways that families support their children and the perceptions that families may
have of schools. I believe that in order to learn about and from others, we must first know
ourselves. With this in mind, I believe that many teachers have not taken a close
examination of the historical, social, political, economic, and geographical circumstances
that influence their own identities nor do they know that there is a need for them to do so.
Through a close examination of these influences, we can begin to learn more about our
cultural selves and begin to uncover the beliefs and ideologies that make us who we are.
We can also begin to understand that our cultural selves is just one representation of what
it means to be human, and that there are numerous cultural ways of being that are just as
valid.
Learn about our names. Names can identify important truths about people and
their character. Our name is an important part of our identity. One strategy that teachers
can begin the academic year with is an engagement in which students are given
opportunities to explore the meaning and significance of their names. A detailed
explanation of this engagement is in Appendix I.
Learn about our families. Our identities are also intricately woven in our
families, the most important and influential group to whom we belong. As such, it is
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important to explore those relationships. A few suggestions for ways to do so are
bulleted below:


Conduct oral histories with family members



Make a personal timeline of significant people and events in your life



Create a Family Collage

Learn about our community. Our identities are also woven into the context in
which we grew up and are currently living. One activity that I strongly suggest is that
teachers create community maps to highlight significant places in their communities.
Teachers can then create a photo essay to narrate why these places hold significance for
them. A variation of this engagement could involve having children create community
maps to highlight significant places surrounding the immediate school. These essays can
then be a part of the classroom libraries.
Conduct personal cultural histories. A good starting point for many teachers
may be to conduct their own personal cultural history. This engagement, taken directly
from work done by Margo Okazawa Rey (N.D.), affords teachers opportunities to (a)
reflect on significant experiences with race, culture and difference; (b) reflect on
themselves as cultural beings; and (c) make connections between their experiences and
those of people different from themselves. A complete description of this engagement is
in Appendix J.
Create a “Where I’m From” poem. This engagement was taken directly from
the work of George Ella Lyon (1999). In this engagement teachers write their memoir in
poetic free verse. This engagement allows teachers to move beyond aspects of identity
that are most obvious such as ethnicity, gender, age, by focusing on other factors that
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influence and shape our identity such as experiences, relationships, desires, and interests.
Sharing these poems help to build classroom community and fosters relationships.
Go Beyond the School Walls to Learn about Our Students and Their Families
Oftentimes teachers’ perceptions of Black families are informed by negative
stereotypes which result in teachers believing that Black families are uncaring,
unconcerned, and/or that Black families do not value education (Edwards and Danridge,
2001). Many of these beliefs are dispelled when teachers get to know families, and build
relationships that honor their humanity. This is important in that data in this study
evidenced that families did not want teachers to form hasty judgments about them.
Families wanted teachers to develop relationships with them that were based on mutual
respect. In order to do this, teachers must get to know their students’ families as human
beings. Listed below are a few suggestions that k-12 educators can use to learn more
about their students’ families.
Family photo stories. Children can be equipped with digital cameras to
photograph special places, people, and events in their lives to share with the class. These
photos and stories can then be placed on display in prominent places in the classroom
and/or school. They can even be turned into books that can be displayed throughout the
school.
Visit families regularly. One strategy for getting to know families is home visits.
I break away from traditional notions of home visits in which the teacher, as the
authority, goes in to assess the condition of the homes or to teach the families what they
should do. The stance that I take here is that teachers must position themselves as
learners when they visit families. This “inquiry stance” (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1999)
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will help teachers learn about the cultural ways of being that exist across and within
ethnically diverse groups of people. As discussed in the Chapter Four, home visits can
afford teachers a means for learning from and with families in spaces that are most
familiar to the families. Learning from families can only happen when teachers are open
to the many possibilities of parenting; otherwise, visiting homes may solidify negative
stereotypical views of families that teachers already have. The goal of home visits, in my
opinion, should be to accomplish two things: (a) to build relationships with the families
that honor them as equal partners; and (b) to learn from and with the families and then to
use that knowledge to design curriculum that centers on the children. If teachers take the
stance of learners, then parents will be more inclined to share their goals and desires for
themselves and their children. In learning from and with families, teachers can ask the
following questions:


Tell me about you and your family.



What are some of your likes and dislikes?



What goals do you have in life?



What does education mean to you?



What do you want most for your child?



What are your biggest fears?



In what ways can schools and families work together?



What do you enjoy doing in your spare time?
When feasible, participate in community sponsored events. Teachers in this

study commented that impromptu meetings with families in the community assisted them
in building trusting relationships with parents. Teachers aver that familiarity with the
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community, or being from the community, made getting to know families easier. One
teacher shared, “I guess it just seems a little more comfortable for me because I am
from the area, so it’s a little different. Home visits do help in a sense in that it
actually builds more trust” (Fogle Focus Interview, April 18, 2011, page 17). Because
many of the teachers in this study taught in communities in which they did not live, it is
necessary that they actively participate in community events when feasible to help them
become more familiar with the context and people with whom they work.
Parent-Student-Pen pals (PSP). Teachers can learn more about their students’
families through a variety of journaling invitations. One journaling invitation involves a
written dialogue between students and families with no teacher response. Students can
write about what they are learning and parents can respond. These responses can be
shared in class.
Parent blogs. Teachers can create a parent blog to stay in contact with families
who have access to technology. Teachers can post open-ended questions for parents to
respond. This will promote discussion among parents.
Interactive newsletters. Teachers can create an interactive newsletter in which
special events that occur in families are published. The newsletter will also highlight
curricula events, but a designated section of the newsletter will spotlight important family
events.
Family class books. Teachers can create family class books. Each week one
family can be highlighted. Information learned from the families can then be included in
a family class book that will become a part of the classroom library. Children will love to
read about and have others read about their families.
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Family quilts. At the beginning of the school year, teachers can give each family
a quilting square to design. The families can design the squares to depict significant
things that are important to the family. The squares can then be sewn together to make a
quilt. In this way families across race, class, language and cultural boundaries can
connect to each other and the school. These quilts can be displayed in prominent places
throughout the school.
Listen to Families: Use Various and Frequent Opportunities for Positive
Interactions
Findings from this study showed that parents wanted teachers to communicate
with them for reasons other than just informing them about their children’s misbehavior.
The families in this study felt that they were inundated with calls when their children
misbehaved in schools. They sought to communicate with the teachers for reasons other
than their children’s behavior in school. They wanted to know more about the
curriculum and what they needed to do to assist their children. They also wanted to keep
the teachers abreast of emerging concerns about their children and changes that were
occurring in the family. The findings exposed that parents communicated with teachers
for the following reasons: (a) to inform teachers about issues that were happening in their
child’s lives so the teacher could better help the child; (b) to help teachers get to know
them better; (c) to get to know the teachers better; (d) to see how the child was doing; and
(e) to find out ways to help their children. Although teachers mentioned that they
communicated with families for a variety of reasons, including (a) informing parents
about their child’s academic performance; (b) sharing things that parents can do to help
their children with academics and nonacademic interests; (c) requesting that parents
support the teacher; (d) providing feedback; and (e) sharing insights about the curriculum
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and challenges ahead, families felt that most of the communication was in reference to
their children’s behavior. Thus, when learning from and with families, it is important to
listen to what families have to say. Ask families about themselves and their children, and
then use that information. Find out from the families what days and times are most
convenient for them to attend events at the school. In this way, events can be offered
when more families are able to attend. Find out the ways that are best for parents to have
information disseminated—via voice mail, email, posted in local community venues such
as churches, barbershops, doctors’ offices, grocery stores or a combination of these. It is
also important to use a variety of methods to find out this information—feedback box,
written and/or electronic surveys, email, telephone.
Feedback box. Designate a specific area in the school in which families can
provide feedback on a variety of topics. The feedback box should be located at a central
area in the main entrance to the building. It is necessary to make sure that there are
ample forms for families to use; it is important that the questions on the forms are openended. This will afford parents opportunities to address a variety of topics. Read the
feedback regularly and use the information to make changes in the school.
Surveys. Surveys can also be used to solicit feedback from families. This method
can be used instead of, or in conjunction with, the feedback box. The written forms of
the surveys can be sent home, or electronic links can be sent to families. Sometimes,
families may be asked to provide feedback after they have attended an event sponsored
by the school. Sample questions that could be included on a survey are listed below.
Questions to Include on a General Family Feedback Survey
1. With what areas of the school are you most pleased?
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2. What areas of the school could use improvement?
3. Do you feel welcomed into the school?
4. Is the school meeting your expectations?
5. What changes would you like to see made at the school?
6. What other concerns or issues would you like to share?
Questions to Include on a Survey after Families Attend a School Sponsored Event
1. Did the event meet your expectations?
2. What changes would you like to see for the next time?
3. What information was the most relevant?
4. What information was the least relevant?
5. Was the timing of the event conducive to your schedule?
Ask for feedback in homework agendas/homework sheets. Ask families to
provide feedback on their child’s homework sheets and/or agendas. There should be a
space for parents to ask questions or to respond to inquiries. These can be sent home
daily or weekly. It is essential for families to know the procedures, so that they may
expect them. Some schools designate a particular day in which correspondences are sent
home. In this way, families know to expect any important information from the school on
that particular day of the week.
Use Smart Strategies to Keep Families Abreast
Teachers in this study relied heavily on written forms of communication
(newsletter, flyers, announcement, etc...) to inform families about events, assignments,
and activities that were going on in the school. However, time and again the data in this
study pointed to barriers that often prevented parents and teachers from effectively
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communicating with each other. Sometimes those failed attempts were the result of lost
fliers, unchecked homework folders, disconnected phones, unanswered calls because
families did not want to receive another call about behavior, or other things of this nature.
None of these failed attempts warrant teachers giving up or not using other strategies to
reach out to families. This research points to the fact that communication is essential in
developing relationships with families. What follows are a few strategies that should help
broaden the ways that teachers communicate with families.
In an age where technology practically governs our lives, many of the suggestions
draw on variety of technologies. The problem with some of these suggestions, however,
is that many families from economically strained backgrounds will not have access to
computers with Internet in their homes. One solution to this problem would be for
schools and families to partner with community networks of support such as libraries,
churches, and other community outreach programs to provide more access for families
who do not have computers.
Develop a webpage. A classroom webpage will provide easy access to
classroom information. Key features of the webpage can include a calendar that details
due dates for projects, homework assignments, fieldtrips, school sponsored events, and
birthdays and other celebrations. The webpage could include a section for current events
which will give details of any planned activities. There could be a section to feature
students for academic achievements or those who demonstrated exemplary behavior. The
page could also include a section for the teacher to share information about him/herself.
There should also be links for families to access resources. The webpage must be
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updated regularly. Teachers who are not technically savvy and find this challenging may
want to partner with other teachers to develop a group page.
Make videos of you teaching and share them with families. The teachers in this
study often complained that parents rarely attended school sponsored events or
volunteered in their classrooms. Because we live in a society that is driven by
technology, we need to use technology in smarter ways. Teachers can video lessons of
themselves teaching difficult content and develop a video library that parents can readily
access either through copies of the lesson on DVDs that are sent home with the students,
or by posting them on Youtube or the class webpage. Teachers can also video school
sponsored events such as family fun nights to ensure that parents who could not attend,
for whatever reason, still get the information. It is important for teachers to secure
permission to photograph and video children prior to doing so to avoid upsetting families
who may not want images of their children on the Internet.
Create life saver lists for students and families. A very smart strategy that one
of the teachers in this study shared is that she allows her students to generate a list with
the names and contact information of other students who can assist them after hours.
Each student chooses up to five of his/her classmates to serve as life savers. This means
that a child can be on more than one list. The life saver can assist with homework,
reminders, or any other assistance that the student may need after hours. This teacher
reported that this system works, and it helps to hold children accountable for all
assignments.
Disseminate information through community venues. As mentioned on more
than one occasion in this chapter, there were barriers that prevented teachers from
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effectively communicating with parents. One strategy that I suggest to circumvent those
barriers would be for schools to disseminate information in a variety of ways. Important
notices can be posted in stores and businesses that families frequently patron. Notices
can also be sent to churches, temples, and synagogues to be printed in their bulletin or
announced during regular services. Notices can also be broadcasted on local media
stations.
Interrogate What Teachers Think They Know about Families
Oftentimes teachers operate from beliefs that all families do things in ways
similar to the teacher does. This myth is dispelled when teachers get to know families.
One teacher in the study commented that she realized that the way that she does things is
quite different from the way that her students’ parents do things. This teacher comments,
“I learn their home life, the rules of their home because the rules of my home may
be different. The way that they run their household is different than I
expected…just the way that they do things, their lifestyles” (Stroman Focus Interview,
April 19, 2011, page 14). This teacher dispelled preconceived notions of her children’s
families when she learned more about them. She also realized that her beliefs were
ingrained in her culture and that she had to be unbiased. She went on to explain, “You
don’t want to pass judgment and be biased… you want to be neutral” (Stroman
Focus Interview, April 19, 2011, page 15).
Interrogating what teachers think they know about Black families, or any family
for that matter, begins with the realization that we all have unexamined biases that may
marginalize those who are different from ourselves. Once teachers get to know families
as people and begin to examine their own biases, teachers can then debunk limiting
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stereotypical beliefs and embrace broader definitions of what it means for families to
demonstrate support of their children. With this new understanding, teachers can then
begin to internalize that difference does not equate to deficit.
Teachers can utilize the cultural resources that children bring into the classrooms
to make learning relevant for the various children with whom they work. This is
extremely important considering that students of Color are continuously underserved in
many schools as they exist now.
Employ Culturally Relevant Teaching
There were several data excerpts in which teachers acknowledged that children
and their families were uniquely different, but void from the data were references in
which teachers explained how they addressed those cultural differences in the curriculum
they employed. It should be noted that we do not inherit our culture but are socialized to
behave in ways that we learn from the significant others in our lives - usually our families
(Long, Volk, and Gregory, 2004). And as stated earlier, the cultures of schools may not
be in harmony with the cultures that children bring to schools. Consequently, schools
influence how children view themselves and the significant others in their lives. When
schools devalue or do not validate a child’s cultural way of being as important, or view
them as less than another, then the child may develop feelings of shame about him/herself
and his/her family. Children internalize these beliefs about themselves. Lisa Delpit
affirms this by stating, “Children are particularly susceptible to the media’s assaults on
the intelligence, morality, and motivation of people who look like them” (2010, pg. 174).
Findings in this study suggest that it is crucial for teachers to develop cultural awareness
of the students and their families. But more critical than this awareness are the teacher’s
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actions that follow. In other words, how do teachers use this knowledge to develop
curriculum to incorporate the diverse sociocultural backgrounds of their students. How do
teachers employ sociocultural teaching as a way to validate the diverse needs and
experiences of their students?
Employ Anti-Racist Teaching
Teachers in the study (both Black and White) maintained that they were ‘neutral’
and did not formulate judgments about families; conversely, parents did not express the
same sentiments. This neutral or colorblind disposition is a tactic often used to
minimalize race and racism in educational discourses, and serve to perpetuate the
inequities that children of Color experience in schools. By doing so, teachers disregard
the historical, political, and economic ramifications of a system of schooling that has
always privileged some children over others. Nieto (2009) maintains that anti-racist
teachers are cognizant of the ways that some children are favored over others in different
aspects of schooling, “including the curriculum, choice of materials, sorting policies, and
teachers’ interactions and relationships with students and their communities” (p. 101).
Anti-racist teachers foregrounds issues of race and take social actions to dismantle the
inequities that students of Color experience in schools.
Implications for Teacher Education Programs
According to the National Council of Education Statistics (NCES, 2010), the
majority of in-service and pre-service teachers in the United States are middle class,
White, women. Many of whom may have had little experience with people of Color, but
who will inevitably end up working in schools that cater predominately to children of
Color. Teacher education programs have an enormous responsibility in preparing these
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future teachers so that they are well-equipped to educate all children, meaning teachers
who are equipped to educate children from different cultural, racial, linguistic, and
economic backgrounds than their own. What becomes compelling is the fact that
historically and contemporarily many teacher education programs rarely focus on issues
of race as necessary or essential in preparing their pre-service teachers. I offer
suggestions of things that should be emphasized in teacher education programs.
Offer Courses that Help Teachers Examine Unrecognized Biases They Have about
Children Who are Different from Themselves

The data in this study substantiates that there are disconnections between the
home environments of Black children and the schools in which they attend. This is not a
new phenomenon. This disconnection between homes and schools has its origins in
desegregation as White teachers began representing populations outside of their
communities and even Black teachers from within Black communities learned not to
value the ways that they were parented. Teachers (both Black and White) have been
carefully taught to value one way of being over another, and as a result, many students of
Color are underserved and devalued by the system that proclaims to do just the opposite.
In order to transform schools and to get away from “doing business as usual” pre-service
teachers must be prepared differently. Courses that require teachers to examine
unrecognized biases should be infused in all degree programs as opposed to being offered
as electives; specifically, courses in culturally relevant pedagogy and anti-racist teaching
are necessary. In addition, practicum experiences should require pre-service teachers to
spend hours working with, and learning from, their students’ families as a part of their
course requirements.
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Infuse courses in culturally relevant pedagogy throughout the teacher
education program. Teacher education programs can promote equitable education for
Black children when pre-service teachers are equipped with the pedagogical knowledge
of how best to educate children from diverse backgrounds. This entails promoting a
curriculum that emphasizes culturally responsive pedagogy. Gay (2010) defines
culturally responsive teaching as, “the behavioral expressions of knowledge, beliefs, and
values that recognize the importance of racial and cultural diversity in learning” (pg. 31).
Gay maintains that culturally responsive teaching: (a) acknowledges the legitimacy of the
cultural heritage of different groups of people; (b) builds bridges between the academic
worlds in schools and the lived sociocultural experiences of children; (c) uses a variety of
strategies to support different learning styles; (d) encourages children to value different
heritages, theirs and others; and (e) incorporates multicultural educative resources.
Armed with the understanding that children come to school steeped in a vast body of
knowledge deeply rooted in their families and culture, pre-service teachers can then
design curriculum to include those rich experiences (Gonzalez, et al., 2005).
Infuse anti-racist courses throughout the teacher education program. Several
of the in-service teachers that I interviewed commented that their degree program did not
include courses related to teaching children from diverse backgrounds, and few teachers
had professional development opportunities that specifically focused on strategies to
employ with children of Color. As a result, many were ill-prepared in this regard.
Teacher education programs cannot continue to do business as usual. What is required is
an infusion of multicultural issues throughout the teacher education program in all
degrees (Villegas and Lucas, 2005), and not just a sprinkling of multicultural classes in
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some degrees. Villegas and Lucas (2005) presented a curriculum proposal for preparing
culturally responsive teachers that I too advocate. Their curriculum proposal includes six
qualities that detail the disposition and orientation of culturally responsive teachers. In
their proposal, culturally responsive teachers: (a) are socioculturally conscious, (b) have
affirming views of all students; (c) are change agents responsible for making schools
more equitable; (d) operate from a constructivist paradigm; (e) are knowledgeable about
their students; and (f) build curriculum around their students’ lives and extend what their
students already know. These six qualities can serve as an organizing framework for
developing courses throughout all tracks in a teacher education program.
Infuse cultural field experiences throughout the teacher education programs.
One of the participants in the study made it known that her degree program warned
against giving families her personal home number and never emphasized the importance
of home visits. This teacher commented, “I guess when I was going through college,
you know home visits wasn’t really a part of the communication that you would do
as a teacher. We were even told not to give out your home phone numbers” (Fogle
Focus Interview, April 18, 2011, pg. 17). In stark contrast to this stance was evidence
in this study that points to the importance of developing personal relationships with
families. Those relationships were built on the understanding of each other as unique,
capable individuals who worked toward a shared goal of helping the child succeed
academically. Equally critical to developing those relationships was time, time getting to
know children and their families on a personal level inside and outside of the school
setting. In support of this view, I assert that teacher preparation programs should require
pre-service teachers to engage in cultural field experiences throughout their degree
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programs. These cultural field experiences should be designed to help teachers
deconstruct established normative beliefs about schooling, families, children, and
knowledge. These cultural field experiences could entail pre-service teachers working
with students in communities and schools much like those where they will seek
employment.
Carefully assess courses in parental involvement to ensure that they broaden
teachers’ knowledge of the many ways families demonstrate familial support.
Findings in this study point to the fact that parents demonstrate their support in ways that
often go unrecognized as standard forms of involvement by teachers. Parents’
demonstrations of support went beyond completing teacher initiated forms of
involvement such as volunteering in schools, helping with homework, and/or reinforcing
previously taught skills to include outside support such as reconfiguring their homes,
working against ideologies and/or drawing on immediate and extended networks to
ensure their children’s wellbeing. In understanding this, teacher educators must stress to
pre-service teachers the notion that families are the first institutions from which children
learn, and curriculum void of such knowledge will continue to underserve the children it
is suppose educate.
Familial support should be emphasized in teacher education programs. What
should teachers learn from such a course? Teachers should learn that parenting
techniques and strategies differ across cultural and ethnic groups and within them as well.
There is no standard or norm to define how families support their children. As this study
shows, families supported their children’s education in ways that were feasible to the
families, ways that draw upon the resources that are available to them. Teacher educators
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can also help pre-service teachers begin to understand the barriers that many families face
that affect the ways they demonstrate their involvement and support. Barriers, such as
limited economic capita, limited job autonomy, lack of transportation, or negative
experiences with schooling, may prevent parents from demonstrating support to the
degree to which educators expect. Understanding such barriers will help educators
realize that we cannot do schooling in typical ways as before. This will require educators
to negotiate with families and reorient the way schooling is done, so that they learn with,
and from, families.
Recruit More Pre-Service Teachers of Color into Educational Degree Programs
In my study, the demographics for the teachers completing the survey were as
follows: (a) a little over 66% identified as Black; (b) 32% identified as White; (c) one
percent as Hispanic; and (d) one percent as other. These percentages differ slightly from
those of the National Council of Education Statistics (NCES, 2010), which reports that
the majority of in-service and pre-service teachers in the United States are middle class,
White women. Because the teaching force being prepared in the United States is
predominately White middle-class women, teacher educators must take concerted efforts
to recruit more teachers of Color.
Implications for Families
The families in this study supported their children’s academic and nonacademic
needs in uniquely, individual ways. These nine families reconfigured their homes,
worked against unjust ideologies, taught their children how to maneuver integrated
worlds, and drew on the cultural resources of their immediate and extended family and
nonfamily members while overcoming barriers such as limited transportation, economic
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limitations, and employment obligations to provide familial support for their children.
And although families demonstrated their support in nonstandard ways, the teacher data
points out that there were practical things that teachers expected all families to be able to
do as well. The teachers maintained that parents are their children’s first teachers and
their roles are critical. Parents must be equipped with the knowledge that what they do
(and do not do) really does matter. As such, I offer a few suggestions to parents to assist
them in forming relationships with their children’s schools and teachers for the benefit of
their children.
Maintain Lines of Communication with the School
Many of the teachers in this study complained that one of the biggest roadblocks
that prevented them from building relationships with families was the lack of
communication, meaning that they could not contact families as a result of the telephones
in many homes being disconnected, or teachers not having the correct telephone numbers,
or children not bringing home and returning to school important notices that the teacher
sent, or a lack of technology in many homes. Parents are equally responsible as are
teachers in maintaining open lines of communication. Parents should contact the school
to find out what is being taught. In this way, parents are abreast of what their children are
learning and those who have expertise in certain areas can share their insight into the
curriculum. Also it is important to maintain lines of communication with teachers, so
goals for children can be developed collaboratively. When parents take the initiative to
make contact with the school, this inadvertently sends the message to teachers that
parents are involved and supportive.
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Advocate for Your Child
In this study, there were several data examples that demonstrated that parents
who knew their rights were able to negotiate the system to advocate for their children.
For example, one parent shared that she negotiated with the teachers and administrators
to have her child placed in a class that was more challenging. Another parent shared that
she used the networks of support in her immediate circle to ensure that her child did not
fall behind academically when the child became ill and had to be hospitalized for over a
month. In both cases, these parents took charge and worked within the system to make
shared decisions to benefit their children. Conversely, there are barriers that may prevent
parents from advocating for their children. One barrier that prevents families from
advocating for their children is the lack of understanding their parental rights. Another
potential barrier is that families are very trusting of teachers and schools to act in ways
that are responsible and beneficial for children. Being an advocate requires a unique skill
set. What follows are recommendations to help families work effectively with school
personnel to advocate for the children they share.
Become familiar with the inner working of schools. It is important for families
to understand how the school works. This will enable families to effectively negotiate
within the system to receive what families believe they need. This requires that families
know key personnel within the school who are responsible for making decisions, what
programs and curriculum are offered, and how to follow the proper chain of command.
Understand your rights. As a parent you have rights. Many families do not
know this simple fact. You have rights. Families have rights to ensure that their children
receive the best education possible. They have the right to know how their children are
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doing academically in school. They have the right to make requests for special services
for children who may require them. They have rights to request accommodations and
modifications to the curriculum for children who may require these as well. As such,
parents must be equipped with the right kinds of questions to ask in order to effectively
negotiate the system of schooling.
Questions that Families May Ask to Advocate for their Children
1. How will my child’s grades be determined?
2. How will I be notified of my child’s progress?
3. How often will I be notified?
4. Can you explain the promotion/retention policy?
5. Who makes the determination about promotion/retention?
6. Can you explain your homework policy?
7. What interventions will be in place when my child is not meeting
academic standards?
8. What accommodations or modifications will be made to the curriculum to
best meet the needs of my child?
9. How is this classroom setting designed to meet my child’s needs?
10. What resources are available in the school and community to assist my
child?
Find the balance between being “pushy” and a “pushover”. In this study, there were
times in which parents used others to advocate for their children. For instance, Coach’s
daughter became seriously ill and had to be hospitalized. To prevent the child from
falling behind in school, the parent contacted the child’s teachers to ask them to have
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assignments ready for her on Fridays. The parent had a hard time getting the
assignments; they were never ready. Not willing to let this situation go on for several
weeks, this parent contacted the hospital’s Education Coordinator and had her call the
child’s principal to ensure that all assignments would be ready for pick up. After this
call, the child’s assignments were always ready (Field Notes, Coach, October 20, 2012,
pg. 2). In this way, this parent was a skillful advocator. Becoming a skillful advocator
requires that parents know their rights. A skillful advocator understands the fine line
between being a pushy parent that the faculty abhors and a pushover parent that the
faculty ignores. It is important that families learn how to mediate between both. The table
below offers a few suggestions on both ends of the spectrum.
Table 5.3 Finding the Balance between being a Pushy and a Pushover
Pushover Parent

Skillful Advocator

Pushy Parent

Accepting placement in
special education when the
placement is not needed.

Questioning a student’s
placement in special
education.

Demanding a one-on-one
shadow to accompany the
child throughout the day
when it is not needed or
feasible.

Allowing unfair
consequences to be applied
for minor infractions.

Asking that disciplinary
policies be explained.

Criticizing disciplinary
procedures in front of the
student and/or instructing
the student not to adhere to
such policies.

Accepting a student being
placed in a classroom with
a teacher who has proven
ineffective.

Requesting a certain
teacher to best meet the
needs of the child.

Using political connections
to demand special
placement in the best
teachers’ classes.

Accepting placement that is
inappropriate.

Requesting that the child be
placed in classes, programs,
etc… that appropriately
challenge the child.

Demanding that a student
be given advance
placement when prior
academic performance does
not warrant it.
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Form networks with other families. Forming networks with other families is a great
way to remain abreast. These networks afford families the collective knowledge and
insight about a variety of topics. Parents may form networks with the parents of their
children’s friends.
Future Research Questions
While this research adds to the existing body of work on parental involvement, it
also evokes new questions for further study. This study focused on Black families, but
the field tells us that schools also underserve other marginalized racial and ethnic groups.
Further studies within, as well as beyond, Black communities are necessary. Questions
that might be asked include: In what ways do other ethnic groups such as Latino(a),
Asians, Native Americans, and low income rural white families teach their children to
negotiate the integrated world of schools? What strategies do they employ? In a
democratic society, why is this negotiation necessary in the first place? In what ways do
other ethnic groups work against ideologies that marginalize them as a people?
Conclusion
It is a Friday evening in Eutawville, and I sit penning these concluding thoughts
to this dissertation. It is bittersweet in that this chapter of my life will end, but in this
same moment a new chapter begins. My work was not done to provide a comprehensive
“how to” of parental involvement. My work was done to challenge schools’ definitions of
parental and family involvement by uncovering resources and support structures that
exist in homes and communities. I also sought to shed light on ways that schools and
parents interacted while challenging stereotypes and misperceptions that prevent such
collaboration. Finally this work sought to make visible the experiences of families,
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students, and schools in communities rarely studied—poor, rural Black communities in
the US South. In essence, this work was done to make visible the things families like
mine do to help their children achieve academically.
After spending time with the nine families in this study, data revealed that these
families do not just do what they think is best for their children but do what they believe
is supportive of their children’s academic success. The support they provided, however,
was often unacknowledged as legitimate by the teachers of their children - atypical in
many cases to teacher’s preconceived norms about standard/acceptable forms of
involvement. The families in this study described their involvement in three main ways.
They told their children stories of hope to help their children understand the importance
of a quality education. They promoted a college/career bound culture in order that
their children are cognizant of the benefits of doing well in school. Families also worked
against ideologies held by the general public, ideologies that are often perpetrated in
schools by teachers, in an effort to equip their children with the intrinsic knowledge of
how to negotiate schooling.
In this work, I propose that teachers begin to take the first steps in broadening
their views of familial support. This will entail them getting to know families beyond the
school walls and becoming a part of the family’s network. It will also include redefining
the limited “school view” of parental involvement, and learning from and with parents on
how to best educate the children they share. I am convinced that once we do, educators
will begin to see parents in new ways that better help us understand the many ways that
they help their children negotiate schooling. In addition, teachers and administrators will
learn new ways to join parents in efforts to put the child at the center of education. We
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must stop conveying the message to parents that “school ways” in regards to parental
involvement, are the only “legitimate” ways.
As I type these final concluding thoughts, I am empowered with the confidence
that this work will change teachers’ views of the Black children and their families.
Changing views of families and the ways that they are supportive of their children has the
potential of shifting the trajectories of countless students. Knowing this is comforting.
That is my goal—to change education for children one student at a time as Mrs. Duke did
for me.
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APPENDIX A: INFORMED CONSENT LETTER FOR SUPERINTENDENT
Dear (Name of Possible Participant):
I am a graduate student at the University of South Carolina, Columbia, South
Carolina. My dissertation entitled, “A Study of the Intersections of Race, Schooling, and
Family Life in a Rural African American Community,” seeks to understand the roles that
families play in adolescents’ educational opportunities and access. Further, it also seeks
to understand the implications of focusing on families as sites for educational opportunity
and access potentially pose for African American youth and their teachers in the rural
south. I am requesting to use your district as the site of my proposed research. I will
conduct in-depth interviews with teachers and parents only. No children will be involved
in data collection. I will also host informal conversations with teachers at an agreed upon
time and location. The following is a summary of topics that will be discussed with
participants: (1) What roles do parents have in their children’s education? (2) How has
this involvement changed overtime? (3) How do you and your school initiate parental
involvement? (4) Are there factors (economic, racial, economic, etc…) that influence
involvement? (5) What is your role in providing access and educational opportunities to
the children you teach? The study will occur over a period of six months.
Participation in this project is voluntary. Participants will not be compensated in
any way. Their participation will involve being interviewed at a location, date, and time
that is most convenient to them. The interviews will be audiotaped and/or videotaped.
Should participants wish not to be recorded, the tape will be turned off at their request.
Each interview will be transcribed by me or someone not affiliated with the community
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in which they live. All of the information will be kept confidential and will be discussed
in general terms. All of the information will be kept in a secured location at either my
home or office. I will use pseudonyms to protect the identity of the district and
participants. After all of the data is collected and analyzed, I will write up the findings.
Should these findings be published, all participants will be referred to by the agreed upon
pseudonyms. I will be glad to share the results of the study.
There are no monetary benefits for participation. However, it is my hope that you
will grant me permission to conduct this important study in your district as I look more
closely at ways that schools develop partnerships with families. This can enable us to
find ways to enhance the educational experiences for other children in our community.
All participation is voluntary, and may be terminated at any time with no
repercussions. If you have further questions concerning this study, please feel free to
contact me, Michele Myers, at 803-971-0326 or 803-533-6494. You can email me at
knowingaka@hotmail.com.
I will need your signature to signify permission to conduct this study. Please sign
your name below and return it to me in the enclosed postage paid envelop or fax it to me
at 803-533-6292. Thank you for your time and consideration.
Permission to Conduct Research
I grant permission for the proposed research to be conducted in my district.

Signature of Superintendent

Date

Signature of Researcher

Date
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APPENDIX B: TEACHER SURVEY

Part 1 Background
1. How do you identify yourself? (circle all that apply)
African American
White
American Indian
Alaskan Native
Asian
Hispanic
Latino
Pacific Islander
Other
2. Total number of years in education
0-5
5-10
10-15
15-20
20-25
above 25
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Part 2 Communication Types
1. I contact the families of the children I teach.
never
daily
weekly
monthly
every 9 weeks
every semester
at least once per year
2. I visit the homes of the children I teach
never
daily
weekly
monthly
every 9 weeks
every semester
at least once per year
3. I hold conferences with the parents of my children
never
daily
weekly
monthly
every 9 weeks
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every semester
at least once per year

4. I correspond with the parents of my children (Circle all that apply)
telephone
email
social networks
letters
agendas
news letters
web page
home visits
informal conferences
formal conferences
other
5. Parents correspond with me (Circle all that apply)
telephone
email
social networks
letters
agendas
news letters
web page
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home visits
informal conferences
formal conferences
other
Part 3 Defining Effective Parenting and Parental Involvement
6. Is building relationships with families important? If so, how do you build
relationships with parents, and what are the benefits? If not, why not, and what
are the consequences?

7. What does being an involved parent mean?
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8. I expect my parents to support their children by
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR PARENTS

1. Biographical Information
a. What is your name, age, and place of residence?
b. Where did you attend school? (elementary, middle, high, and college)?
c. Do you have children? How many? What are their ages?
2. Expectation of schools
a. What are your expectations from your child’s school?
3. Parents’ roles in schools
a. What role do you think you have in your child’s education?
b. How able are you in fulfilling that role?
c. Are there factors that hinder you from fulfilling that role?
d. Are there factors that enable you to fulfill that role?
4. Parents’ expectations of teachers
a. What are your expectations of your child’s teachers?
5. Families and community’s patterns of interactions with the school
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6. Parents’ assessment of the school’s support for parents, students, and community
a. Do you feel your child’s school is supportive of families?
b. Elaborate on ways in which your child’s school has demonstrated their
support.
c. Are there things that your child’s school can do a better job of
demonstrating support?
7. Parents’ assessment of the connections between the school and families from the
community
a. Has the school built a relationship with you?
b. Elaborate on ways that it has.
c. What other things can be done to better develop relationships?
8. Community’s connection with the school
a. Do you think the school is important in the community?
b. In what ways?
9. Parents’ assessment of climate in the school for child
a. Can you describe the feeling you get from the school?
b. Are there things you would like to change?
c. What do you like most?
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10. Early experiences with race
a. How would you identify yourself based on race?
b. Describe how you race impact your life.
c. Are there times when it hinders you?
d. Are there times when it is helpful?
e. Are there ways that we can help children if they have?
11. Race in schools then and now
a. Have you ever experienced racism?
b. How has that affected you?
c. Do you think children experience racism in schools?
12. Working against race in schools
a. What are ways that we can work against racism in school?
b. What can teachers do?
c. What can administrators do?
13. Race in community then and now
a. Do you witness racism in your community?
b. How do you deal with it?
c. How do you equip your child to deal with it?
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APPENDIX D: FORCUSED CONVERSATION PROTOCOL FOR TEACHERS
1. Biographical Information
2. Expectation of schools
3. Parents’ roles in schools
4. Parents’ expectations of teachers
5. Families and community’s patterns of interactions with the school
6. Parents’ assessment of the school’s support for parents, students, and community
7. Parents’ assessment of the connections between the school and families from the
community
8. Community’s connection with the school
9. Parents’ assessment of climate in the school for child
10. Early experiences with race
11. Race in schools then and now
12. Working against race in schools
13. Race in community then and now
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APPENDIX E: INFORMED CONSENT LETTER FOR PARTICIPANTS

Dear (Name of Possible Participant):
I am a graduate student at the University of South Carolina, Columbia, South
Carolina. My dissertation entitled, “A Study of the Intersections of Race, Schooling, and
Family Life in a Rural African American Community,” seeks to understand the roles that
families play in adolescents’ educational opportunities and access. Further, it also seeks
to understand the implications of focusing on families as sites for educational opportunity
and access potentially pose for African American youth and their teachers in the rural
south. I am requesting an interview with you as a part of my dissertation study. The
following is a summary of topics that will be discussed in the interviews with
participants: (1) What role did your family have in your education? (2) What role do you
currently have in your child’s education? (3) What role did others have in your
education? (4) How did you perceive your schooling experiences? (5) Were there any
opportunities that you were afforded or denied because of your race? The study will
occur over a period of six months.
It is important that you understand that your participation in this project is
voluntary. You will not be compensated in any way. Your participation will involve
being interviewed at a location, date, and time that is most convenient to you. Also you
will be asked to participate in focused group conversations with other teachers. The
interviews and conversations will be audiotaped and/or videotaped. Should you wish not
to be recorded, the tape will be turned off at your request. Each interview will be
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transcribed by me or someone not affiliated with the community in which you live. All
of the information will be kept confidential, stored in a secured location at my home or
office, and will be discussed in general terms. I will use pseudonyms in place of your
real name to protect your identity. After all of the data is collected and analyzed, I will
write up the findings. Should these findings be published, all participants will be referred
to by the agreed upon pseudonyms. I will be glad to share the results of the study with
you.
There are no monetary benefits to you, but I hope that you understand that your
participation is vital to helping me and others better understand ways that schools
develop partnerships with families. This can enable us to find ways to enhance the
educational experiences for other children in our community.
All participation is voluntary, and you may terminate your involvement at any
time with no repercussions. If you have further questions concerning this study, please
feel free to contact me, Michele Myers, at 803-971-0326 or 803-533-6494. You can
email me at knowingaka@hotmail.com.
I will need your signature of cooperation to conduct this study. Please sign your
name below to indicate your willingness to participate. Please return it to me in the
enclosed postage paid envelop or fax it to me at 803-533-6292. Thank you for your time
and consideration.
Consent to Participate in Research
After reading the attached letter describing the research, I understand the purpose
of the research. I freely and voluntarily choose to participate.

Signature of Participant

Date

Signature of Researcher

Date
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APPENDIX F: WELCOME LETTER TO PARENTS
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APPENDIX G: WEEKLY NEWSLETTER
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APPENDIX H: CHILD ASSENT FORM
A Study of the Intersections of Race, Schooling, and Family Life in a Rural African
American Community
I am a researcher from the University of South Carolina. I am working on a study
entitled, “A Study of the Intersections of Race, Schooling, and Family Life in a Rural
African American Community.” It seeks to understand the roles that families play in their
child’s education. I would like your help. I am interested in learning more about ways
that your parents and family help you, and I am interested in learning more about your
life outside of school. Your parent/guardian has already said it is okay for you to be in
the study, but it is up to you.
If you want to be in the study, you will be asked to do the following:
•

I will speak with you briefly about ways that your parent/guardian helps you with
school work.



I will observe you at home and make notes about what I see and hear.



I will audio record our conversations.

Any information you share with me will be private. No one except me will know
what your answers to the questions will be. The only time I would tell someone else what
you say is if I learn that you have been abused. If that happens, I will have to tell the
appropriate people in order to keep you safe. You don’t have to help with this study.
Being in the study is not related to your regular class work and will not help or hurt your
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grades. You can also drop out of the study at any time, for any reason, and you will
not be in any trouble, and no one will be mad at you. Please ask any questions you would
like to. Signing your name below means that you have read the information about the
study (or it has been read to you), that any questions you may have had have been
answered, and you have decided to be in the study. You can still stop being in the study
any time you want to.
If you have further questions concerning this study, please feel free to contact me,
Michele Myers, at 803-971-0326 or 803-492-3985. You can email me at
knowingaka@hotmail.com. Or you may contact my advisor Amy Donnelly, at 803-7774265. Or you may contact the USC Office of Research Compliance at 803-777-7095.
The web address for this office is http://orc.research.sc.edu.

Name:__________________________________ Date:________________________

Researcher’s Signature

Date:
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APPENDIX I: LEARNING OUR NAMES

What's In a Name?": Get to Know Students and Parents
This get-to-know-you activity is called "What's In a Name?" It is a fun and easy way for
kids to learn each other's names and a little bit about each other. Just give each student a
"What's In a Name?" form at the beginning of the year. The form is simple — just a few
questions for them to answer OR ask their parents/guardians to help them
answer. Without fail, parents enjoy this beginning-of-the-year task. They often write
lengthy responses about how special their child's name is to them. I've found it is a great
way to get to know the parents as well!
Here are the questions for "What's In a Name?":












What's your full name?
Were you named after someone?
What does your name mean?
What names did your parents consider before deciding on the one you have?
Why did they choose your name?
What is your name's country of origin? (ex. "Ivan" has Russian origins)
What is your nickname? How did you get that nickname?
If you could change your name, what would you name yourself?
Now.... on the bottom of this paper, please write your name in a creative way. Can
you use color? Fancy writing? Swirls? Block letters? A pattern? Design
something as special as YOU are!
If possible, please attach a small picture of yourself to this form. (photo will be
returned.)

The kids bring back their forms, and everyone gets to share about their name in a
Community Circle. I usually have kids tell us their name and then they can choose up to
two other pieces of information from their form to share with the class. If a child is shy or
nervous, I always allow them to simply share their name without the pressure of sharing
the additional information. For some kids, it is stressful enough just to speak their
name in front of a new class.
It's fun to post their "What's In a Name?" papers on a bulletin board in the classroom or
hall. That way, lots of people in the school can get to know them, too! I'm sure you'll find
— there's a lot in a name!
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APPENDIX J: PERSONAL CULTURAL HISTORIES
Personal Cultural History Exercise
by Margo Okazawa-Rey
Many exercises and activities used in multicultural staff development workshops focus
on teachers, mostly White, learning about cultures different from their own. They are
presented histories and generalized characteristics of racial and cultural groups, such as
"Asian Americans value family ties,” which often serve only to reinforce old stereotypes
or form new ones and to maintain a distance as the Other. Teachers, particularly Whites,
are rarely asked to think about the histories of their own racial/ethnic groups or about
their own racial and cultural identities and the experiences that shaped those identities.
This exercise is an opportunity to explore their histories and identities. For teachers of
color, who are frequently confronted with questions and challenges about their identities,
this is a chance to examine their experiences from a critical perspective. The purposes of
the Personal Cultural History exercise are to have the participants:
• recall and reflect on their earliest and most significant experiences of race, culture and
difference;
• think about themselves as cultural beings whose lives have been influenced by various
historical. social, political, economic and geographical circumstances;
• make connections between their own experiences and those of people different from
themselves.
Although it is important to maintain the goal of having teachers reflect on their own
racial and cultural identities, the specific wording of questions in the procedure may be
altered to suit your participants the best way possible.
Ideal Number of Participants
10-15
Materials Needed
Large size newsprint; bright markers and crayons; masking tape.
Time
Two and a half to three hours, depending on number of participants; 15-20
minutes for drawing; the rest for presentation and discussion.
Procedure
1. Give each participant a sheet of newsprint. Ask all of them to answer the following
questions using drawing, symbols and colors, rather than words.
• What is your racial and ethnic identity?
• What is your earliest recollection of someone being excluded from your group based on
race or culture?
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• What is your earliest recollection of being different or excluded, based on race or
culture, from those around you?
2. After the drawings are completed, discuss with the whole group the process of doing
this exercise. How did it feel to think about and answer the questions? How did it feel to
use a medium most are not accustomed to using? Next, ask each person to stand up with
the drawing and tell his or her story in about ten minutes. Other listeners may ask only
factual questions, such as the name of the town where the person lived and demographics
of the community. When the person's turn is over, ask her or him to tape the drawing on
the wall or some other appropriate place in the room where it can be seen by all.
3. After all have shared their histories, ask participants to analyze their collective
experiences, drawing on such factors as geography, historical time period, race, class,
religion and gender. Ask questions such as:
• What similarities and differences do you notice in everyone's experiences?
• What are some of the major forces –in families, communities, society, historical time
period - that shaped each person's experiences?
• How did oppression, discrimination and prejudice affect the participants' lives?
• If they were not noticeably affected, why weren't they?
• In what ways were people privileged and disadvantaged? Why?
• What does it mean to be a person of Color in the United States?
• What does it mean to be a White person in the United States?
4. From this discussion ask participants to think about three levels at which social
phenomena occur ~ individual/family (micro), community (meso) and institutional
(macro) levels. Here use three concentric circles with micro at the center, then meso and
finally macro, with arrows going from one to another that illustrate the relationship of
one level to another. After explaining this concept, have them draw some conclusions
about the dynamics of oppression at all three levels across racial and cultural groups. For
example, many people identify school (an example of micro, the individual, coming
together with meso, the community) as the place where they first noticed differences. At
school they were made to feel inferior or insecure (or secure and superior) or watched
another child treated that way, with the teacher being one of the main perpetrators of
discrimination, prejudice and indifference. If this were the case, you would like to ask the
group what role schools play in the dynamics of oppression. Similar analysis can be done
on any other institution, such as the media, criminal justice, the government, religion and
so forth.
Also have participants think about how communities, families and individuals resisted,
countered and transformed oppressive actions and institutions. Ask questions such as:
• How did schools (and other institutions such as the media, religion, etc.) support and
promote oppressive practices?
• How was what happened in one institution supported by others?
• What strategies did communities, families and individuals use to resist discrimination or
organize on their own behalf?
5. Finally, ask the participants to think about how their personal experiences have shaped
their conceptions of themselves as teachers. Ask questions such as:
• How, if at all, did your experiences influence your decision to become a teacher?
• How have your cultural and racial experiences influenced your view of yourself as a
teacher?
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• How have they shaped your views of your students who are from racial and cultural
groups different from your own?
*Reprinted by the Early Childhood Equity Alliance with permission from the author.

275

